THE UNIVERSITY 
EXPERIENCE 


Story by: 
Terry Johns 


Chapter 1 


First Day 


With his alarm clock suddenly sounding, Conrad opened his eyes and quickly understood 
that it was time for him to get up. Though he was still comfortable lying in bed and not fully 
awake, the university freshman knew that he would not get anything done by just sitting in bed. 
Tossing the covers off of his body, Conrad stood up and took only a few steps towards his dresser 
before he was able to reach his alarm clock. Pushing the sliding knob to disable the alarm clock, 
the blaring sound stopped, and Conrad was expecting for his bedroom to be in complete silence; 
However, the freshman could still hear the sound of the fan in his room spinning. Conrad had 
always slept with a fan in his room as his room was often the warmest place in his entire house, 
but he often would wake up forgetting that the fan was on in the first place. Taking a few steps to 
his right, Conrad arrived at the spinning fan and bent over to pull the fan’s plug; the plastic knob 
that normally controlled the fan had broken off years ago. With the fan receiving no power, it 
quickly stalled, and once the motor stopped turning, Conrad was finally standing in his room in 
complete silence. 

Looking around his surroundings, Conrad could see some sunlight entering his room 
from underneath the blinds covering his room’s only window, and the freshman turned back 


around to see what time it was: It was 6:00 AM on the fourth Monday of August. Though his 


class schedule did not have him attending an in-person class on Mondays, it was still Conrad’s 
first day of university, so he did not want to sleep in and fall behind on anything. Stepping past 
the large potted daylily that filled the gap between his bed and the wall, the freshman partially 
opened the blinds to allow for the sun to shine on the plant’s leaves. With everything in his room 
having been taken care of, Conrad was ready to log into his school’s online website to see what 
he had to do, and since the experience was completely new to him, he could already feel a very 
familiar feeling of anxiety hitting him in his stomach. 

Opening his bedroom door, Conrad took only a few steps before he turned to his left and 
arrived at his school backpack which was sitting on the floor. Popping a squat, Conrad used his 
nightshirt to wipe off the sweat building up on his hands before unzipping the uppermost zipper 
of his backpack and unzipping the laptop carrier inside of the backpack before pulling out his 
recently purchased 13-inch 2018 Apple MacBook Pro. Conrad’s father had purchased him the 
laptop only two weeks prior to his first semester of university beginning, and the experience of 
using a MacBook was a relatively new experience for Conrad. He had used the macOS operating 
system when he was in elementary school, and he had used it for a web design class during his 
junior year of high school, but ever since he completed the web design class, he had not had any 
experience using Apple’s operating system. Conrad had always been a Windows user, and from 
the many thousands of hours he had spent using computers over the years, Conrad had a firm 
grasp of Microsoft’s operating system. In fact, Windows XP was Conrad’s first experience with 
personal computing, and he had spent a great deal of time with almost every major release of 
Windows since then. Conrad’s father did give him the choice between buying an Apple or a 


Windows laptop, but Conrad still opted to purchase the Mac because he decided that using a Mac 


would be an interesting experience, especially since he knew that Apple products had a very 
strong reputation among college students. 

With the lightweight aluminum laptop in his hands, Conrad could feel his hands 
becoming sweaty again, so he decided that it would be best for him to put the laptop down before 
he got too much of his sweat on it. Luckily for Conrad, he was standing right next to a table, so 
he placed the laptop on the table and pulled the chair out before sitting down and opening the 
MacBook’s lid. After waiting only a few seconds for the laptop’s SSD to load the macOS 
operating system, Conrad was presented with the login screen where he had to input his 
password. Typing in his password and wiping some sweat that had dropped on the laptop’s 
integrated keyboard, Conrad was greeted by his desktop appearing on the screen. Wasting no 
time, Conrad used the laptop’s integrated trackpad to move his cursor to the Firefox logo on the 
Mac’s dock and clicked on the icon. Waiting for the Firefox window to open, Conrad grasped his 
nightshirt to absorb some of the sweat that had accumulated on his hand, but when he looked 
back at the trackpad, he could see that there were multiple droplets of sweat on the trackpack. 
Knowing that the sweat would hinder his usage of the trackpad, Conrad used his dry forearm to 
gently brush off the sweat. Finally, with his computer dry enough to use, Conrad grabbed his 
forearm to wipe off the sweat that was quickly replenishing itself, and he entered his school’s 
website into the address bar before he started sweating again. After only a brief moment of 
waiting for his browser to navigate him to his school’s website, Conrad pressed the button at the 
top of the page to log in, and after seeing that his credentials had already saved themselves in his 
browser, Conrad was logged in. 

With his hands still rapidly sweating, Conrad was in the routine of moving his mouse a 


little before wiping the sweat off his hands and continuing again. After half a minute, Conrad had 


navigated to his school’s online class infrastructure, and he wasted no time accessing his classes 
to see what he had to do on his first day of the semester. Clicking on the first of his four classes, 
Conrad entered the class’ landing page and felt more anxious when he saw a giant wall of text 
appear on his screen. Taking a deep breath to calm himself, the freshman began reading the text, 
and he quickly found out that he was looking at the navigation buttons for his class along with 
the text briefly detailing the class, the instructor, and the number of credit hours the class 
provided. Using his shirt to absorb some more sweat, the freshman began learning how to use the 
online infrastructure to navigate his class. Conrad checked each of the tabs on the left to see 
where they linked him to, but he felt a tad relieved when he discovered that not all of the tabs 
displayed were essential for him to use. It seemed as if a decent number of the tabs were only 
present because the professor had neglected to remove them from the list of navigational buttons 
that students had access to. Conrad took another deep breath and checked out the course pages 
for his other three classes. 

After an hour and a half, Conrad had viewed all four of his classes, and he was feeling 
less stressed than he did when he woke up, but that did not mean he was completely free from 
stress entirely. From what he understood, Conrad would not know much about his calculus class 
and his mandatory English class until he attended class the next day, but for his two online 
classes, he primarily had to just read the class syllabi and take a few little quizzes to prove that 
he did indeed read and comprehend what was expected from him during the semester. When 
Conrad found that he had to take a quiz on his first day, he became a bit stressed, but his stress 
was alleviated when he went on to read that he was allowed to retake the syllabus quiz as many 
times as he wanted. Conrad initially entertained the idea of putting off the quizzes until the next 


day when he was physically on campus, but he decided that he might as well just take them to 


get them over with. With infinite attempts to take the quizzes, Conrad was easily able to 
complete them, and he did not even need to use more than two attempts to get full credit for 
completing both of them. 

With the two syllabus quizzes complete, Conrad did not really see much else he needed 
to do for his two online classes at the moment. From what he could gather, he was supposed to 
use the first week of class to go and obtain the textbooks for his online classes, but he had 
already picked up the textbooks he needed during the previous week. His calculus class required 
one textbook, but his introduction to criminal justice class required two rather small textbooks. 
His English class also required two items called ‘textbooks’ as well, but they seemed to be 
roughly the same size as the two books he had for his intro to criminal justice class. Finally, 
being a cybersecurity major, Conrad had a large C++ programming book which was required for 
his C++ introductory course. From reading the syllabus, Conrad found that he was supposed to 
be using some sort of online service that he would do programming assignments on, but when he 
had attempted to log into the site, he found out that he needed to input a product key to access 
the service. Conrad went to his textbook to go and look for the access code, but he could not 
seem to find it. Initially, the freshman began to wonder if the code was sold separately, but when 
he looked at the cover of his textbook again, he saw that the book had a sticker on it which said 
access to the online service was included. Briefly flipping through the pages to see if the code 
was somewhere inside of his textbook, Conrad closed the textbook as he concluded that the code 
was simply not included in the textbook. Though he did not have to go to his campus until the 
next day, Conrad had already been planning on visiting the campus to find out where his two 
classes would be taking place. His first class on Tuesday began promptly at 8:00 AM, and 


Conrad did not want to feel stressed out wandering the campus at 7:55 AM whilst not knowing 


where he was supposed to be. With the access code being absent from his textbook, Conrad 
decided that he would stop by the school’s store to see if they could give him the code he was 
missing. 

Later that afternoon, Conrad arrived at his school’s campus and was on the hunt for a 
parking spot. The freshman had only visited his campus only a few times in the past, so he was 
very unfamiliar with the school’s layout. Conrad looked around at all of the cars that filled the 
main parking lots, and he was amazed to see just how many people attended his university. There 
was no shortage of cars filling the many parking lots, and the entire setting felt so unfamiliar to 
the freshman. Still used to attending high school, the unfamiliar location was working against 
Conrad, but another thing that did not help the freshman was the lack of people he had to turn to. 
Though he had a small handful of friends in high school, Conrad hardly kept in contact with 
them outside of school. Conrad had no idea if anybody he knew from high school was attending 
university with him, and he did not really have a way to ask anybody who he had known from 
high school. Conrad had added a few of his high school friends to his Discord friends list, but he 
never saw them using the site. They had a private message board they used to post to, but the 
board received zero posts in the last several months. The freshman did not have a way of 
knowing that messages he sent to his friends from high school would even be read by the people 
he was trying to contact in the first place. 

After a while of driving around and looking for a parking space, Conrad finally found a 
spot, but it was far away from the place he was going to. Not exactly knowing where he was in 
relation to the rest of the campus, Conrad stepped out of his vehicle and looked around: The sky 
was still gray from the rain the campus had just received a couple hours before Conrad arrived, 


and the air was very humid. The environment looked rather dreary, and the dark, dull atmosphere 


combined with being in a new location with nobody to turn to did not exactly help Conrad feel at 
ease. At the very least, Conrad knew that time was on his side: He did not have to attend class 
until the next day, so even if it took him all day to find his two classes and obtain the missing 
product code, he still had time to spare until his first in-person class began. Reaching into his 
pocket, Conrad felt that he might as well message his high school friends on Discord to see if 
they were on campus. Removing his Samsung Galaxy S9 from his pocket, Conrad enabled the 
phone’s display and entered his passcode to unlock his phone. Navigating to the Discord app on 
his phone, Conrad opened the app and waited for the messages to open. However, after waiting 
for half a minute, Conrad noticed that Discord was not loading. The freshman was initially 
confused, but he looked at the upper region of his phone’s screen and saw that his phone was not 
receiving any signal. 

Understanding that he would not be able to contact his high school friends at the moment, 
Conrad disabled his phone’s display and inserted it back into his pocket before taking a deep 
breath and looking around, trying to see where he should be going. The freshman reached into 
his other pocket and pulled out a little index card he prepared before leaving his house. The 
index card told him the building and room number his classes met in, but they did not tell him 
where these locations were. Sighing, Conrad returned the index card to his pocket and began to 
just start walking. The freshman thought that he would perhaps find a sign or something telling 
him where in the campus he was at. Thankfully for Conrad, it was not long before he approached 
a sign which had a map of the entire campus printed on it. Standing in front of the sign, Conrad 
read the map and found his location as well as the locations of the buildings which held his 
classes. Before leaving the map, Conrad looked around and took in just how quiet the part of the 


campus he stood in was. When the freshman had entered the campus, he saw no shortage of cars 


traveling the campus roadways and pulling into the many busy parking lots, but apparently the 
area of the campus he was in was quite the opposite in terms of the presence of vehicles and just 
people in general. Deciding that he should get moving, Conrad began heading in the direction of 
the closest building he needed to visit. 

Having found the location of his English classroom, Conrad left the building containing 
his classroom and proceeded to the next location. The freshman knew that he would encounter 
the school store before he would encounter the location for his calculus class, so Conrad had to 
decide between locating his calculus class and going to the school store. As he approached the 
school’s commons, the building the school store was located in, the freshman figured that he 
might as well take care of the access code situation first. Entering the commons, Conrad went 
through three automatic sliding doors before he arrived at the school store, but to his shock, there 
were about forty people queued in line. Conrad’s eyebrows raised as his surprisement manifested 
itself on his face, and he quickly turned around as he postponed his current objective. Leaving 
the school store, Conrad thought that perhaps the queue would at least be less populated by the 
time he returned to the line. However, it was still a risk for the freshman to take; there was 
always the possibility that the line would be populated with the same amount of people as he had 
seen, if not more. Nevertheless, the freshman felt that finding the location of his calculus class 
was currently more important than getting his access code. 

After a rather long trek from the school store to his calculus class and back, Conrad was 
about ready to see if the queue had less people in it. Approaching the building he had previously 
exited, Conrad saw a somewhat familiar figure emerge from the building. Squinting to try and 
focus on what he was seeing, Conrad recognized that he was indeed looking at someone he 


remembered from high school, and after taking a few more seconds to see who he was looking 


at, the freshman realized that he was looking at Diego, somebody who he used to talk with at 
high school. Increasing his walking speed, Conrad quickly caught up to Diego and said, “Hey, 
Diego!” Diego turned around to face Conrad, and he looked quite surprised to see his former 
classmate, “Oh, hey Conrad.” Conrad asked Diego, ““Where’d you just come from?” 

Diego replied, “The bookstore. I just bought my textbooks.” Conrad became curious, 
“Have you seen anyone else from our group from high school out here?” Diego briefly glanced 
downwards before looking back up at Conrad and replying, “Well, I saw Danilo earlier, but he’s 
not in any of my classes.” Conrad immediately thought of something else to ask Diego, “Say, do 
we have any classes together? I have English and calculus tomorrow. My other two classes are 
online.” Diego shook his head after only a couple seconds of thinking, “Uhh... I don’t think so. I 
don’t have English or calculus tomorrow.” Conrad asked Diego another question, “Do you know 
if Danilo is in my classes?” Diego shook his head again, “He didn’t tell me what he was taking, 
but when I told him my classes, he just said he wasn’t in any of my classes.” Conrad was a bit 
disappointed he would not get to see his old friend group from high school, “Ah. Looks like 
we’ ve all got a completely new experience now.” Diego decided it was time to end the 
conversation, “I gotta go now.” As Diego walked off, Conrad said, “Alright. See you later, 
Diego.” However, Conrad was not quite sure why Diego suddenly ended the conversation. As 
the freshman entered the building to go and find the school store again, he decided that Diego 
probably just had a class he needed to get to. Conrad did not spend too much time thinking about 
the short conversation he had with Diego; he had more important matters to attend to at the 
moment. 

Passing through the automatic sliding doors again, Conrad was amazed to see that the 


line was still packed full of people. From his observation, the queue still had roughly the same 


number of people that it had when he previously entered the school store. Conrad was not really 
too happy about waiting in a line of about forty people, but he knew that he needed to get that 
access code. Walking to the end of the line, Conrad stood still and scratched the back of his head 
as he took in his surroundings: The school store itself was not small, but it was not exactly large 
either. It was large enough to accommodate all forty people waiting in the queue and still leave 
plenty of room for people not waiting in line to browse the store’s merchandise. The school store 
stocked all sorts of inventory from textbooks to branded school apparel. Conrad was not 
interested in checking out the merchandise available for sale; he was more interested in getting 
that access code he needed. 

After a remarkably uneventful half hour of waiting for the line to progress, Conrad was 
finally at the front of the queue, and he heard a cashier say, “I can take the next customer here.” 
Relieved that he was one step closer to getting his access code, Conrad approached the counter 
and spoke to the cashier, “Hi. I’m here because I had placed an online order for a programming 
textbook, and I need the access code that’s supposed to come with it. On the cover, it says that it 
comes with the access code, but I don’t see it inside of the book.” The cashier took a moment to 
process the information before replying, “OK. Do you have a receipt?” Conrad’s eyebrows raised 
slightly as he replied, “Oh, it’s an online order. How about I go and pull it up for you?” Reaching 
into his pocket again, Conrad pulled out his smartphone and opened Gmail to try and locate the 
email containing his receipt, but he unfortunately found that his phone was still not receiving any 
signal. The freshman was surprised and confused: How was he not receiving any signal on a 
university campus? Not wanting to keep the many people in the line behind him waiting, Conrad 


said to the cashier, “Erm... I don’t have service here. I can’t bring up the receipt.” The cashier 


was prepared to simply dismiss Conrad due to his inability to produce his receipt, but he had 
another idea in mind, “What about your student number? Can you give me that?” 

Conrad gave his student number to the cashier, and as the cashier looked up the 
freshman’s order history, Conrad put his phone back into his pocket as he waited. After a half a 
minute, the cashier said, “I guess the version of the textbook you ordered didn’t come with the 
access code.” Conrad was confused, “I didn’t know there were multiple versions of the same 
textbook. How come I got the one that says it does come with an access code on the cover?” The 
cashier shrugged, “Perhaps we just accidentally gave you the book with the wrong cover.” Not 
wanting his time spent waiting in line to be a complete waste, Conrad said, “How about I buy the 
access code from here? I think I still have some financial aid money left.” The cashier shook his 
head, “Sorry. We don’t sell the access code separately.” Not wanting to purchase a $300 textbook 
again just for an access code, Conrad let out a quiet sigh and said, ““Welp. I guess I’ll have to get 
it elsewhere, then.” The cashier dismissed Conrad and called for the next person in line, “Alright. 
I can take the next customer here.” Conrad left the school store and headed back home. At least 
he was able to accomplish one of his objectives; his trip to the school was not a complete waste 
of time, even though his time spent waiting in line at the store definitely did not go as he had 


planned. 


Chapter 2 


Meet the Class 


With his alarm clock sounding once again, Conrad opened his eyes and quickly emerged 
from his bed to turn the alarm clock off. Just like in the previous day, Conrad unplugged the fan 
in his room and partially opened the blinds in his room before returning to the other side of his 
room. However, instead of exiting his bedroom, the freshman opened his dresser and pulled out a 
pair of khaki pants. After laying the pants on his bed, Conrad took a few steps to the left, and he 
opened his closet to retrieve a polo shirt. Conrad’s wardrobe was full of polo shirts, so he had 
many different shirt colors to choose from. After browsing his wardrobe, Conrade ended up 
picking out a solid red shirt, and he sat it on his bed next to the khaki pants that were already on 
the bed. Conrad looked over the clothes he had picked out, but he quickly found out that he was 
missing something: The freshman returned to the dresser and opened it again to retrieve a belt to 
hold his pants up. After collecting all three articles of clothing, the freshman exited his bedroom 
and stepped into the bathroom that was situated right next to his bedroom. 

Turning on the light in the bathroom, Conrad’s eyes reacted to the sudden change in 
lighting conditions, and he instinctively squinted as his eyes struggled to adjust to the bright 
bulbs illuminating his bathroom. The freshman sat his clothes on top of his commode and turned 


to face the mirror. Conrad took a moment to study the person he saw looking back at him in the 


mirror: The freshman had quite light skin, greenish blue eyes, and somewhat light brown hair. 
His face looked rather unremarkable, and all around, he looked pretty average. Perhaps the only 
features that set Conrad apart from a stock photo of a typical young white male was his stature; 
the freshman was naturally very tall and very thin: His limbs were long, his torso was long, and 
he was very lean, though hardly muscular. Not wanting to waste anymore time, the freshman 
took his toothbrush and squirted out a modest amount of toothpaste before he started to brush his 
teeth. As he brushed his teeth, Conrad stepped over to the bathtub and turned on the water. He 
would go on to take a shower after he brushed his teeth. 

Stepping out of the bathroom after taking a shower and getting dressed, Conrad walked 
into the kitchen and grabbed the comb which sat on the kitchen’s counter. Conrad combed his 
hair, and he made sure to check the clock on the stove to make sure that he was not running late. 
The clock read 6:30 AM, and Conrad knew that he was currently on schedule to arrive at his 
8:00 AM class on time. His commute to school only took thirty minutes, but Conrad decided that 
he would leave his house at least an hour before class started; he figured he might need to use 
those extra thirty minutes at some point or another. He did not want to run into an issue on his 
way to school and end up being late for class. With his hair combed, Conrad moved over to grab 
his school backpack along with his phone, wallet, and car keys, and as he did so, he could not 
help but feel a bit anxious. The feeling was practically the same as how he felt the previous day 
as he was waiting to log into his online class infrastructure, but there was not much he could do 
to not feel anxious. The persisting feeling of anxiety was something that Conrad had been 
dealing with ever since his last year of elementary school. It was not a pleasant experience, but it 


was something that the freshman had just been dealing with on his own. 


Stepping into his shoes, Conrad tied the shoelaces as he took a second to wipe his 
sweating hands off on his pants. Thankfully, Conrad’s pants were designed to be 
moisture-repellant, so he did not have to really worry about his sweat staining his pants. With his 
shoes on, the freshman stood up and slightly bent down to grab his backpack. Only putting on 
one of the backpack’s straps, Conrad was not planning on carrying the backpack for long. After 
all, when he stepped out of his house, he only had to walk about thirty feet before arriving at his 
red Chevrolet SUV which was parked on the curb right outside of his house. Double tapping the 
button on his key fob to disable the door lock, Conrad sat his backpack down in the SUV’s 
passenger seat, and after closing the passenger door, the freshman walked around to the other 
side of the vehicle before opening the driver door and stepping into the vehicle. Closing the 
driver door behind him, Conrad inserted the key into the vehicle’s ignition and turned it, starting 
the vehicle. As the engine turned on, the car’s radio also turned on, and Conrad could hear some 
static coming through as the station he was tuned to was transmitting a few cities away from 
where he lived. Ignoring the somewhat spotty radio reception, Conrad buckled his seatbelt, 
shifted the automatic transmission into drive, and he began his commute to university. 

About fifteen minutes into the commute, Conrad could feel that his stomach was 
beginning to feel upset. The freshman did not know if his stomach trouble was caused by his 
anxiety or the fact that he did not use the bathroom before leaving his house. Nevertheless, there 
was nothing Conrad could do about his stomach as he was driving on the road. He would have to 
simply put up with it until he arrived at his school. Though having an upset stomach was an 
unpleasant experience on its own, the condition was made rather worse due to Conrad’s anxiety 
that was also troubling him. The freshman began to slightly squirm in his seat as the upset 


feeling started to become worse, but in response, he shook his head, doing his best to push 


through the unpleasant feelings and focus on the task at hand. Fortunately for Conrad, by the 
time he pulled into his school’s campus, his stomach was not as upset as it was before, but the 
feeling of anxiety still persisted. At the very least, Conrad only had to deal with one problem 
now. 

Pulling into the school’s main parking lot, the freshman was astonished to see how empty 
it was: There were only about two dozen cars in the parking lot. When he drove by the parking 
lot the previous day, the lot was packed full of over a hundred cars. Nevertheless, Conrad 
assumed that the lot was simply just empty during the very early hours of the day. When he 
pulled into a parking spot, the freshman looked at the clock inside of his vehicle and saw that it 
was 7:15. He had forty-five minutes before he needed to be in class. Conrad disabled the 
vehicle’s engine, and as he opened the door, the song on the radio that was playing suddenly 
stopped, leaving him in complete silence. Stepping out of his vehicle, the freshman walked 
around to the passenger side door to retrieve his backpack. After putting on his backpack and 
closing the passenger door, Conrad pressed the button on his key fob that would lock his 
vehicle’s doors. Pressing the lock button again to hear the horn sound for confirmation that the 
vehicle’s doors were locked, Conrad gave a slight nod to his vehicle and began proceeding down 
the path that would take him to his class. 

However, only after about thirty seconds of walking, that unpleasant feeling in his 
stomach suddenly hit him again, and Conrad stopped walking. Wincing from the pain, Conrad 
wondered what the issue was, but after a few seconds, the freshman realized that he would need 
to use the lavatory. Conrad always had a dislike of using public restrooms, but there was no 
chance that he would be able to wait until after class let out. Thankfully, the freshman was close 


enough to the school’s commons building, and from Conrad’s previous visit to the building, he 


knew that there was a restroom inside. Diverting his course, the freshman increased his speed to 
go into the commons building, and when he entered, he was quickly able to locate the restroom. 
Stepping into the restroom, Conrad felt relieved to see that none of the stalls were occupied; he 
would not have to wait for a stall to become available. Stepping into the closest stall, Conrad 
used the restroom. 

After washing his hands and stepping out of the restroom, Conrad took a sigh of relief as 
the pain he was feeling in his stomach was no longer present. Taking a bathroom break was a bit 
inconvenient to Conrad, but he understood that the situation could have been much worse. He 
would have hated to have to use the restroom in the middle of his first class and potentially miss 
something very important. Either way, the commons building was not too far from the path he 
was already using to walk to his classroom, so he did not use up a great deal of time going to the 
restroom. As he returned to his path, Conrad took his phone out of his pocket to check the time: 
It was 7:30 AM. Conrad had thirty minutes until class began, and he knew that he would 
definitely arrive at the right place in time. All he had to do was go to the building he had visited 
the previous day and wait for class to begin. The walk to his classroom was very quiet: Conrad 
did not see anybody else walking on the pathways, and the only sounds he could hear came from 
the various HVAC and electrical devices installed on the buildings around campus. The sky was 
partly cloudy, and the air was still warm due to it being the fourth week of August. 

Reaching the building which contained his classroom, Conrad pushed open the door and 
stepped inside. The building itself was quiet, and the freshman could not hear anybody speaking. 
Once again, the only audible sounds originated from the building’s HVAC and electrical systems, 
so a faint mechanical droning was all that the building had to offer. Approaching his classroom, 


Conrad stood in front of the door and peeked through the little window that allowed him to see 


what was going on inside the room. The room was completely empty: It contained neither 
people, nor decorations of any type. The room was only filled with thirty chairs, a wooden 
podium, and a blackboard. The freshman was unsure of if he could enter the room at the 
moment, and since there was nobody for him to ask, Conrad turned around and sat in one of the 
nearby chairs situated in the building’s hall. Taking a seat, the freshman took his phone out of his 
pocket again to see how long he would be waiting for class to start: With his phone reporting 
7:40 as being the time, Conrad figured that he would only be waiting for twenty minutes. 

As time went on, Conrad saw some people enter the area, and they either stood around in 
the hall or sat in the seats on the other side of the hallway. Despite his anxiety which he felt 
earlier in the day, Conrad never experienced anxiety from talking to people, and he was not 
opposed to speaking with the people in the hall; However, he came to find that literally 
everybody who entered the building had already pulled out their phones and fixed their attention 
to their phones as they waited. Conrad did not know what exactly these people were waiting for. 
Part of him thought that they were classmates of his, but at the same time, they did not exactly 
look like the sort of people he was expecting to see on his first day of school. While Conrad was 
only eighteen years old, the people he saw waiting around looked to be in their early twenties. 
While it was completely possible that his classmates were indeed older than he was, Conrad was 
mainly expecting people attending class with him to be closer to his age; After all, he was taking 
an entry-level introductory course that his school required all students to take. However, the 
freshman did not really know if the school required everybody to take the course during 
freshman year. For all he knew, maybe some students put off completing English Composition 
101 until later in their college careers. Either way, there was really no way for Conrad to 


definitively have an answer without asking, and given the way the others in the hall were 


positioned quite a distance away from Conrad and staring at their phones, the freshman figured 
that they were probably not in the mood to be asked questions by a complete stranger. 

Taking another glance at the time on his phone, Conrad saw that it was 7:57: There were 
only three minutes before class was scheduled to begin. The hallway was full of people either 
standing around or sitting on the various seats in the hall, but Conrad was the only one who was 
not actively using his phone. Leaning forward to give himself a view of the room he was 
supposed to have class in, the room was still completely empty, and the freshman had no idea 
where his instructor was. With only a few minutes until class was scheduled to begin, Conrad felt 
himself becoming nervous again, and he was beginning to wonder if he had somehow arrived at 
the wrong classroom. The freshman reached into one of his pockets and pulled out the notecard 
he used the previous day to find his classes, and he looked at the sign on the wall directly next to 
the door to check that the room number matched the one he had written down on the notecard. 
Sure enough, the number on the wall matched the number the freshman had written down on his 
notecard, but that did not answer Conrad’s question as to why the room was so empty. Conrad 
was beginning to wonder if he had somehow written down the wrong room number on his 
notecard in the first place, but before he took his laptop out of his backpack to look up the room 
number online, he heard footsteps approaching. The freshman looked at the person who was 
slowly creeping down the hall: She was an elderly woman who was rather short. Conrad had no 
idea who his instructor was, but when the woman slowly entered the empty classroom, the 
freshman figured that he had his answer. 

Just as Conrad stood up to follow his instructor into the classroom, he found that 
practically all of the people who were just silently sitting around in the hall were also making 


their way to the classroom’s entrance as well. After about thirty seconds, Conrad was able to 


enter the door, and he took a seat somewhere in the middle of the classroom. When the freshman 
sat down, he reached into his backpack and pulled out an empty folder with paper in it before 
taking a sheet of paper out and grabbing a pencil out of his backpack as well. The freshman was 
not sure what he would be doing on the first day of class, but he figured that he should at least try 
and be prepared for as many situations as he could. Less than a minute passed before the 
classroom filled up, and when Conrad looked around the room, he did not recognize anybody 
from high school. The experience of attending an in-person class at university was already 
unfamiliar to him, and to make matters worse, there were no familiar faces he could identify. The 
situation surely did not help his feelings of anxiety. 

After waiting one more minute, the professor spoke up, “Alright. It’s eight, and I’m pretty 
sure everybody’s showed up since there’s no more empty chairs. Anyways, this class is English 
Composition 101. Is that where we’re all supposed to be?” Conrad looked around at his peers 
who seemed rather static before giving a nod. The professor continued speaking, “I just wanted 
to make sure everybody who’s supposed to be here is here. I know the first day of class can be a 
pretty chaotic experience sometimes. There’s nothing to be embarrassed of if you showed up to 
the wrong class.” The class remained silent. The professor waited just a few more seconds to see 
if anybody was in the wrong classroom, but when everybody remained seated, she assumed that 
everybody who was in her class had made it, “Good. Anyways, I’m Professor Jamison, and this 
is English Composition 101. This class is, of course, required by our university for all students to 
take. I know many freshmen take this class, so I’m curious: How many people are taking this as 
their very first in-person class?” Conrad raised his hand, and so did a few other people in the 
classroom. However, quite a few people did not have their hands raised. The professor asked the 


class another question, “How many of you guys are here at our university for the first time but 


had some in-person classes yesterday?” Conrad lowered his hand along with the few people who 
had raised their hands, and when their hands went down, a few other people in the class raised 
their hands. 

“Interesting,” the professor commented, “I guess some of you guys already know how 
things go around here.” The professor briefly stopped speaking for a few seconds before she 
continued, “Well, then. I guess the first thing we should do is take attendance. If you’ve read the 
syllabus already, you’ll know that this is not only a general education class, but it also is a 
required class. That means attendance is mandatory. You are allowed to be absent three times 
before you’re reported to the Dean. With that said, come to class, and you should be alright. 
Anyways. Let’s get on with the attendance.” The professor grabbed her sheet listing the students 
on the course roster, and she began to take roll. After roll call was finished, the professor spoke, 
“So in this class, we’re going to be doing writing assignments, obviously. Your biggest 
assignment this semester is going to be a research paper that we’re going to be working on 
throughout the semester. You’ll start by choosing a topic that you want to research, and once I 
approve the topic, you’re going to do an annotated bibliography where you find scholarly 
research articles that you’re going to use for your paper. After that, you’re going to write a topic 
summary, and finally, you’re going to write the whole research paper. It’s August, and this paper 
is due in December, so you guys have plenty of time to do that.” 

Conrad was feeling slightly intimidated by the professor’s explanation of what was going 
to happen during the class. He still had his pencil in his hands, but when he glanced down at the 
paper he had in front of him, he saw that the sweat from his hands was soaking the paper, leaving 
it with a very noticeable wet spot on it. Understanding that he would ruin his blank sheet of 


paper by continuing to keep his hand on his paper, he let go of his pencil and went to dry his 


hand on his red shirt, hoping that the ink from the lines on his notebook paper did not stain his 
shirt. Thankfully, the lines which had stained his hand did not transfer to his shirt. Not wanting to 
miss hearing what the professor was saying, Conrad directed his attention back to what was 
being said, “So for this class, we have two required textbooks. I’m going to give you guys 
quizzes on the material found in these textbooks, so it’s important that you guys do the assigned 
readings and comprehend the material. If you look on our online class page, you’ll find the 
schedule for our assigned readings. Read the assigned material before you come to class on those 
days. You can purchase the textbook from our school’s bookstore. It’s the only bookstore that 
sells them, as these texts were written specifically for use in our school.” 

Conrad was still feeling rather intimidated. All of this information was just dumped on 
him within the span of ten minutes. The class was scheduled to run for the next hour. He had no 
idea how much more information was going to be given. However, the next thing the professor 
said came as a surprise to the freshman, “Anyways. That’s all you need to know for now. I’Il see 
you all on Thursday. Make sure you buy the textbooks. Dismissed.” Conrad’s eyebrows raised as 
he watched his professor collect her attendance sheet and walk out of the classroom. Before the 
freshman could react, the majority of students in his class simply stood up and exited the 
classroom, immediately taking their phones out and looking at them. By the time Conrad put 
away his sheet of notebook paper that was still completely blank, save for his sweat, he was the 
only one left in the classroom. The freshman exited the classroom and took a glance at the time 
on his phone: It was 8:15 AM. Conrad was surprised to see his class end so early; After all, the 
online schedule he familiarized himself with said that class was supposed to run until 9:15 AM. 
The experience was not at all what he was expecting, and he was also surprised that all of his 


classmates just got up and left almost immediately and without saying a single word. Conrad was 


beginning to wonder why he felt so different compared to everyone else at his school he had seen 


so far. 


Chapter 3 


Time to Wait 


Stepping out of the building following his first day attending an in-person class at 
university, Conrad was not sure what to do next. His next class, calculus, did not start until 3:30 
PM, and currently it was only 8:15 AM. The freshman had no idea what he was supposed to do 
for over six hours. As he walked back down the path which took him to his class in the first 
place, Conrad looked to his left and saw that he was walking by the school’s library. The library 
was probably the largest academic building at his school’s campus: It was taller than all of the 
other buildings around it, and it was also a fair bit wider. The freshman thought back to the 
previous day when he was reading the syllabus for his C++ class, and he remembered something 
in the syllabus about using software called Dev-C++ to write and compile computer code. There 
was one problem for Conrad, however: Dev-C++ was only compatible with the Windows 
operating system, and Conrad was using macOS for school. He had done some brief research the 
previous day to try and figure out what equivalent options were available for macOS users, and 
he remembered looking at a piece of software called Xcode being used for similar purposes. 
With no knowledge of programming or software development in general, Conrad thought it 
would be best for him to stop by the library and see about emailing his professor to ask what 


software he should be using. 


By the time Conrad finished his thought, he noticed that he was now within visual range 
of the library’s main entrance. Diverting his course to approach the library, the freshman walked 
through a set of two sliding automatic doors before he entered the library. From what he could 
see, the first floor of the library was already quite impressive to him: There were so many books 
stacked up on the shelves, and there were plenty of Dell computers set up on the tables for 
students to use. However, save for the few people manning the library’s front desk who looked 
rather unattentive, Conrad was the only person in the library. Taking a look at the front desk, 
Conrad could see an older man turned around in his seat and appearing to grab something out of 
a bag. After seeing that the librarian did not really look like he was going to interact with the 
freshman, Conrad continued walking and proceeded to one of the empty tables positioned 
towards the rear of the library’s first floor. Choosing the third empty table in the row, Conrad sat 
down in the chair and doffed his backpack. Unzipping his backpack and removing his computer 
case, Conrad sat the case on the table before he pulled out his laptop and sat it on top of the case. 
The freshman felt that the cosmetic longevity of the computer would be preserved if he sat his 
computer on a fabric case rather than a hard, plastic table. 

Opening the lid of his MacBook, Conrad was promptly presented with the login screen, 
and he used his fingerprint to unlock his computer. Once at the computer’s desktop, the freshman 
attempted to open Firefox to access the Internet, but when the browser opened up, it defaulted to 
an error page which told Conrad that he was not connected to the Internet. Realizing that he did 
not select a Wi-Fi network to join, Conrad moved his mouse to the upper-right hand corner of his 
screen until he arrived at the network icon on the menu bar. Clicking the icon, the freshman 
watched as a drop-down deployed and gave him a list of Wi-Fi networks to join. However, the 


list was rather small as the only available option was the university’s Wi-Fi network. Clicking on 


the option to select it, Conrad waited a second before a dialog box appeared which prompted 
Conrad to enter a username and a password to use the school’s Wi-Fi. Being his first time ever 
attempting to access the school’s network, the freshman did not know what he was supposed to 
input for either field. Conrad sat back in his seat as he thought about what his options were: He 
knew that he could attempt to guess what might be the correct username and password 
combination, but at the same time, he could probably just ask one of the librarians to tell him 
how he was supposed to access the school’s network. 

Peeking over the lid of his laptop, Conrad could see that the librarian desk was currently 
unoccupied; there were no librarians present for him to ask. With the option of asking the 
librarians eliminated, Conrad’s contingency was to guess the correct username and password 
combination. The freshman sat and thought for a moment about what he was going to input into 
the two fields, and after about half a minute had passed, Conrad decided that he would see what 
happened if he typed in his school account’s email and password into the corresponding fields. 
When inputting the information, Conrad was careful to type out the correct username and 
password. By the time he finished entering his credentials, the freshman pressed the return key 
and watched as the system processed his information. To his surprise, his guess was correct, and 
the Wi-Fi icon now displayed a new icon, indicating that a Wi-Fi connection was active. 
Conrad’s eyebrows slightly raised as his guess was successful; the freshman was not expecting to 
have logged into the network on his first attempt. 

Nevertheless, now that he had solved the issue of logging into the school’s network, 
Conrad’s next objective was to email his professor to inquire about the software that he should be 
using to write and compile code. Pressing the refresh button in his browser, Conrad was taken to 


his homepage, YouTube, and he watched as all of the video thumbnails on the landing page 


quickly appeared. While he was impressed by the school’s network speed, Conrad was not going 
to watch any YouTube videos at the moment. Instead, Conrad moved his cursor to the address 
bar and typed in his school’s website before pressing the return key again. Within seconds, 
Conrad had arrived at his school’s website, and he pressed the blue login button at the 
upper-right of the webpage to log into his school account. The page automatically refreshed itself 
when he logged into his account, and Conrad was then greeted with a list of options available to 
him: From going to the online class infrastructure to browsing syllabi and applying for student 
loans, the school’s landing page was a one-stop shop for anything to do with his university. 
However, Conrad needed to go to his email portal, so he clicked on the button which linked him 
to the school’s email service. 

When the email service loaded, Conrad looked at the list of emails that had been sent to 
his account. Practically all of the emails Conrad had been sent so far were automated emails that 
were either promoting certain campus services or letting him know that the school semester had 
begun. Pressing the ‘Compose Email’ button at the left of the interface, Conrad watched as a text 
box appeared which asked him to input the email address to receive his email. That was when 
Conrad paused; he did not know the email address of his professor. Watching the insertion point 
flash in its idle state as no input was being given to the computer, the freshman thought hard, 
trying to remember what his professor’s email address was; However, he simply could not 
remember his professor’s contact information. Deciding that he would have to go to the syllabus 
and look it up himself, Conrad opened a new tab in his browser and keyed the school’s URL to 
take him back to the school landing page. When the website loaded, the freshman scrolled down 


until he saw a button which read ‘View my classes’. 


Clicking on the button, Conrad was transported to a new webpage which listed his class 
schedule: The page showed his classes with their accompanying syllabi, instructor names, class 
times, and locations of his classes. The page did not list the email addresses for any of his 
professors. Figuring that his professor included his contact information in the syllabus, Conrad 
clicked on the button which read ‘View Syllabus’ and watched as a PDF file opened in his 
browser. Conrad skimmed the document, looking for the information he was looking for. After a 
couple minutes of skimming, Conrad reached the bottom of the document, but he did not see any 
email address listed. Confused, the freshman scrolled back up to the top of the document and 
wondered if he had missed something. Starting back over and taking his time while skimming 
the document, Conrad looked over the PDF again, but the result of his search was no different; 
he still could not find the email address. Given that his C++ class was an online class, Conrad 
had no way of meeting with his professor in person to discuss the issue, so sending an email was 
the only way that he would be able to ask a question. With Conrad beginning to wonder whether 
email addresses were supposed to be included in syllabi in general, the freshman pressed the 
back button on his browser to return him to the last webpage he was on. 

Seeing the four classes he was taking listed on the page, Conrad clicked on one of the 
other four ‘View Syllabus’ buttons to see the syllabus for a different class. The document loaded, 
and within seconds, Conrad saw the email for his other professor on the first page of the PDF. 
Believing that perhaps only some professors included their email within the syllabus, Conrad 
pressed the back button yet again to check his other two classes. By the time the freshman looked 
at the syllabi for his other classes, he saw that they all had email addresses listed under a little 
header labeled ‘Contact information’. Conrad pressed the back button yet again as he intended to 


return to the C++ class’ syllabus to see if he had missed a header called ‘Contact information’. 


Returning to the syllabus once more, Conrad began scrolling while carefully reading the screen. 
Nevertheless, Conrad’s third attempt at looking for the email address did not yield a success. As 
a last resort, Conrad held the command key on his keyboard and pressed the ‘F’ key to bring up 
the find in document function. 

With the browser now looking for text on the page, Conrad entered the words ‘contact 
information’ into the search bar. The search bar immediately changed to red, indicating to the 
freshman that no text on the PDF matched the text he entered. Believing that he made a mistake 
in typing, Conrad deleted the search entry and entered ‘contact information’ yet again, being 
especially careful to spell both words correctly. When he pressed the find button, he found that it 
turned red yet again. Conrad deleted the text and decided to try something different: This time, 
the freshman only entered the text ‘contact’ into the search bar. Upon pressing enter, the search 
bar turned red; there was not a single instance of the word ‘contact’ within the document. Conrad 
was surprised that the syllabus for his C++ class did not have any mention of the words ‘contact 
information’, and he could not fathom that an online-only class of all things would not have any 
way to contact the professor. Giving his professor the benefit of the doubt once again, Conrad 
cleared the search bar and only typed in the ‘@’ symbol. Surely, if there was an email address on 
the page, the find function would point him to it. The search box turned red. The ‘@’ symbol did 
not appear anywhere on the page, and by extension, no email address was on the syllabus. 

Slowly shaking his head in a mix of amazement and disappointment, Conrad closed the 
tab and was brought back to the email service that was still open in the other tab, complete with 
the insertion point still blinking. Scratching his head, the freshman was still wondering how he 
was supposed to contact his professor. Just as he was about to give up, one thought came to 


Conrad’s mind: When looking at the email addresses of his other professors, they all had 


something in common. They all featured the first letter of the professor’s first name followed by 
the last name of the professor. With this commonality in mind, Conrad thought that he would 
probably be able to deduce that the professor he wanted to contact had an email address with a 
similar format. Believing that it was worth an attempt, Conrad decided to test his logic out. 
Having read the syllabus multiple times, Conrad knew that his professor was named Pete Broker. 
Looking back at the recipient field in the email box, Conrad typed ‘pbroker’ into the box, and 
when he did so, the email system recognized the email address as being valid and added the ‘@’ 
symbol along with the school’s URL. 

After typing his email, Conrad read over the email to himself multiple times to ensure 
that he communicated his question in a manner that would be easily understood. When he was 
satisfied with the way his email sounded, he pressed the button to send the email and watched as 
the email content box disappeared; a smaller box with ‘Message sent’ took its place. Closing out 
the smaller box, Conrad was returned to the page listing all of his received emails, and with his 
objective complete, the freshman looked at the system clock that was displayed at the top of the 
menu bar: 9:15 AM. It was now the time that he was supposed to get out of his English class in 
the first place. The freshman slowly closed his laptop’s lid as he looked around the library; he 
was still the only student in the library. Unsure of what to do next, Conrad sat still and looked 
around the library as he thought about if there was anything for him to do. After thinking for a 
good moment, the freshman concluded that he would not be getting anything done by just sitting 
by himself in the library. With nothing for him to do and with no people to interact with, Conrad 
stood up and packed up his things. He intended on heading back home for the time being. 

Exiting the library, Conrad looked towards the sky and saw that the morning was shaping 


up quite favorably: Clouds sparingly filled the skies, and the sun was shining brightly. Taking a 


deep breath to smell the air, the freshman looked both ways to see if there were any other people 
around: Apart from a few students walking far in the distance, Conrad was all alone. Walking 
towards the main parking lot where he had arrived just a couple hours ago, the freshman was 
surprised with how empty the school felt so far. He did not have any conversation with people 
before his class began, and he did not have any conversation after his class ended. In a way, 
Conrad felt as if the situation was very surreal. He did not know how his fellow freshmen were 
just so nonchalant about attending their first class of the semester. None of them bothered to get 
to know one another, and nobody seemed to have any thoughts on the class only lasting a 
whopping fifteen minutes. 

Approaching the main parking lot, Conrad paused as he saw that it was completely full. 
Astonished, the freshman shook his head. He had no idea how the entire parking lot completely 
filled itself within the span of an hour and a half, yet he did not see anybody around campus. It 
was as if the cars just drove up, and the students driving the vehicles just warped directly to their 
classes. Conrad knew how long it took for him to walk from his vehicle to his class, and he felt 
that he could not have been the only one who had to walk to class. Either way, the freshman was 
not keen on waiting in the parking lot for people to show up, so he went to return to his vehicle. 
Locating his vehicle, Conrad took out his key fob and pressed the button to unlock the SUV’s 
doors. Opening the driver door and stepping inside, Conrad took off his backpack and placed it 
in the passenger seat before taking a seat himself. Now that he was sitting in his vehicle, the 
freshman reached over to grab his seatbelt and buckled himself up. Inserting the vehicle’s key 
into the ignition, Conrad closed the door behind him and cranked the engine. Hearing the engine 
come to life, the freshman shifted into reverse, pulled out of his parking spot, shifted into drive, 


and began driving home. 


The drive home was quite uneventful: Traffic was average, conditions on the road were 
decent enough, and the music on the radio was tasteful. Pulling up to his house, Conrad stopped 
his SUV on the curb next to his house where he normally kept it, and he shifted the transmission 
into park. Turning the key again to disable the vehicle’s engine, the freshman reached over to 
grab his backpack and stepped out of the vehicle, closing the door behind him. Walking up to his 
house, Conrad approached his front door and attempted to open it by turning the doorknob, but 
the door was locked. With his SUV keys still in his hands, Conrad used the house key connected 
to the keyring to unlock the door and enter. Upon entering his house, Conrad’s mother was sitting 
in the living room, and she said, “You’re back pretty early.” The freshman nodded and spoke 
after he closed the door behind him, “Yeah. I don’t have class again until 3:30, so I just decided 
to come home. There’s nothing for me to do out there.” Conrad’s mother asked a question as the 
freshman began taking off his shoes, “What class did you have this morning?” Conrad replied, 
“English.” Conrad’s mother then asked, “How did that go?” The freshman paused for a few 
seconds as he tried to remember the class he just had. When he remembered what had happened, 
he said, “Well... It only lasted fifteen minutes.” 

Conrad’s mother was curious, “Fifteen minutes? How long is that class supposed to last?” 
By the time the freshman gave a response, he had finished removing his shoes and stood up, “It’s 
supposed to last an hour and fifteen minutes.” Conrad’s mother looked rather surprised, “What 
happened to the rest of the time?” Conrad shrugged as he replied, “I dunno. All that happened 
was that the professor took roll and quickly rushed through telling us about what we’d be doing 
later in the semester.” Conrad’s mother then asked, “Did you get to meet anybody out there?” 
The freshman shook his head, “Nope. My classmates were all just on their phones before class 


began, and as soon as class ended, all of them just rushed on out. I didn’t really get a chance to 


talk to any of them.” When Conrad finished speaking, his mother looked over to the clock which 
was hanging on the wall. Reading the time aloud, she asked, “It’s 10:00 right now. Did it take 
you a while to get back home, or did you do something after class?” The freshman answered his 
mother’s question, “I checked out the library to see if there was anything going on, and I also 
wrote my programming professor an email. I’m trying to ask him what software I should be 
using to program since I’m ona Mac.” 

Conrad’s mother followed up on the former half of Conrad’s answer, “Was there anything 
going on in the library?” The freshman shook his head, “Nope. Nothing at all. In fact, I was the 
only one in there.” Conrad’s mother asked, “There were no librarians in there?” The freshman 
answered, “Well, there were librarians, but they didn’t really pay me any mind. I’m not even sure 
if they saw me go in there.” Conrad’s mother gave a slight nod as she continued, “Huh... Well, 
what do you plan on doing now?” The freshman looked to his left to see his desktop computer 
sitting on the table in the study room he spent most of his days using, “I guess III just get on the 
Internet until it’s time for me to go to my next class.” Conrad’s mother wanted to confirm details 
regarding her son’s schedule, “That’s at 3:30, right?” The freshman said, “That’s right, and that’s 
my calculus class. Though Ill be leaving at 2:30. I want to make sure I get there on time for the 
first day of class.” Conrad’s mother had one more thing to ask her son, “It’s only thirty minutes 
past the time you usually eat breakfast. Did you have breakfast this morning?” Conrad shook his 
head, “Nope. I just woke up, got a shower, and left.” Conrad’s mother presented her son with an 
offer, “Do you want me to make you breakfast?” Conrad nodded, “Sure.” As the conversation 


ended, Conrad went to get on his computer, and his mother went to make him breakfast. 


Chapter 4 


Resuming the Day 


Climbing aboard his vehicle to return to school, Conrad placed his backpack in the 
passenger seat of his SUV before sitting in the driver seat and putting his seatbelt on. The 
freshman inserted the key into the ignition and watched as the vehicle’s gauges came to life 
again. As the gauges lit up, another important part of the vehicle also activated: The digital clock 
inside of the vehicle lit up and read that it was 2:30 PM. Conrad had an hour to make it to class 
on time. To Conrad, it felt a bit strange to go to school in the morning, come home, and then 
have to go back to school several hours later. The freshman wished that he could just go to 
school and then come home like he previously did in high school, but he felt as if he simply had 
to just adapt to his new schedule. After all, he figured that he would get used to the change in the 
coming weeks. At the same time, Conrad was not sure how it was going to work with him doing 
his homework. He figured that he would be given homework from his English class that he 
would have time to do when he returned home, but he did not know what sort of homework he 
was expecting to see from his calculus class. From what he remembered, his Calculus I class that 
he took in high school gave him a lot of homework to do, and it was the class he spent the most 
time doing homework for. Deciding that he would think about such matters later, Conrad shifted 


out of park and began driving back to his university. 


Conrad’s commute was largely uneventful. Traffic was moderate, the weather was calm, 
and the roads were nice and smooth. With his trip taking thirty minutes, Conrad arrived at his 
school at 3:00, giving him thirty minutes to sit and wait before class was set to start. As he 
approached a speed bump next to a crosswalk, the freshman slowed his SUV and looked both 
ways to make sure that there were no pedestrians looking to use the crosswalk. As he looked to 
the right, Conrad could see the building his calculus class was set to be in, and he wondered 
where he was going to park. His calculus class was on the other side of the campus when 
compared to his English class, so the freshman decided that it would probably be best for him to 
use a different parking lot so that he would not have to walk as far to get to his class. Turning 
right instead of left, Conrad pulled into a parking lot which was on the other side of the road 
from the parking lot he parked at earlier; However, there was one major difference between the 
two parking lots: One was completely full, and the other was almost completely empty. Conrad 
was surprised to see how empty the parking lot he pulled in was. All he had to do was just look 
in his rear vision mirror, and he could see that the school’s central parking lot was completely 
full just as it was the previous day. At first, the freshman began to wonder if the parking lot he 
was in just happened to be empty due to it being the afternoon, or perhaps it was always this 
empty. Conrad also thought back to the previous day, for he could not remember how full the 
parking lot was when he initially visited campus. If the lot had been empty the previous day, the 
freshman was not sure how he was completely oblivious to it. 

Easily finding a parking space, Conrad parked his vehicle, disabled the engine, removed 
the key, and took off his seatbelt. Reaching over to the passenger seat to grab his backpack, the 
freshman used his free hand to open the vehicle’s door, and he stepped out while holding his 


backpack. Closing the door behind him, Conrad threw his backpack over his shoulders and 


pressed the button on his key fob to lock his vehicle’s doors. After depositing his vehicle keys 
into his pocket, the freshman looked around the parking lot to see if there were any other 
students around, but once again, Conrad found that he was completely alone. He did not even see 
any other students in the distance. Deciding that he was done standing around, the freshman 
began walking in the direction of his classroom’s building. As the freshman moved closer and 
closer to the building, one thing stood out to him: There was a second parking lot that was even 
closer to his classroom than the one he parked at. However, there seemed to be a one-way gate 
blocking the way that would prevent him from accessing it with his vehicle. Conrad became 
curious as he then wondered how the lot was filled up to begin with. 

Looking around the lot, Conrad could see that there was indeed an entrance to the lot in 
the distance, but it could only be accessed by a person who took the very first exit upon initially 
entering campus. The freshman believed that he had just found himself a new place to park, but 
unfortunately for the freshman, he quickly found out that the lot was reserved for school staff. 
With Conrad being a student, he would not be allowed to use the parking lot. The freshman was 
a bit disappointed that he would have a longer distance to drive as well as walk, but at the same 
time, he did not really mind walking too much; the staff parking lot was not very far from the lot 
he had parked at. Furthermore, the lot he parked at seemed to be a better spot for parking in the 
center of campus without having to worry about the lot being completely full. It was definitely a 
more reliable place to park, and without any superior parking lots in mind, Conrad decided that 
he would use the lot for the entire semester. 

Approaching the building his class was in, Conrad looked through the glass door into the 
building and saw an empty hallway. Opening the door and letting himself in, the freshman 


moved slowly, trying to hear if there was anybody speaking in the building. Hearing nothing, the 


freshman slowly moved down the hall and looked around to see if there were any classes already 
in session, but all of the classrooms Conrad peeked into were completely empty. It did not take 
long for Conrad to locate the classroom his calculus class was in, for it was situated near the 
entrance of the building he entered. Peeking inside the classroom, Conrad could see a few 
students sitting inside looking at their phones, but the freshman was not really ready to enter the 
classroom yet. Instead, Conrad turned around, and he could see a bench on the other side of the 
hallway. Approaching the bench, the freshman sat down, and he unzipped his backpack to 
remove his MacBook. Looking at the time displayed on his laptop, the freshman understood that 
he still had twenty-two minutes before his class was scheduled to start. 

The freshman was initially wondering what he should do, but he then remembered that 
his parents had given him their credit card to use to sign up for the online service he needed to 
use for his C++ programming class. Deciding that he would go ahead and sign up for the service 
in lieu of purchasing a whole new copy of the textbook with the access code, Conrad unzipped 
another compartment of his backpack to retrieve the C++ programming book. The freshman 
needed to reference the book because it contained information regarding the specific website 
Conrad needed to visit to access the online service. With the bulky textbook in his hands, Conrad 
sat it on his lap and opened it, trying to find the web address, but before the freshman could get 
too far with his search inside of the textbook, he noticed that his MacBook was beginning to 
slide down his pants leg. Not wanting his new laptop to fall to the ground, Conrad grabbed the 
laptop and secured it, but he felt something else sliding off his pants leg. By the time Conrad had 
time to look at the next object, he was already too late, as the C++ textbook fell off of his lap and 


landed on the floor with a quite loud thud. 


Gently setting his laptop aside to give him a way to bend over and reach the textbook, 
Conrad picked up the textbook, but he could see that there was what appeared to be a laminated 
card partially sticking out of the textbook. Pulling on the card, Conrad found that it slid out of the 
book, and when he examined it, he found that it just so happened to be the access code he was 
told that his textbook did not come with. While the freshman was happy that he did not have to 
purchase something which he already owned, he was still confused as he distinctly remembered 
checking the book’s pages just a day ago to ensure that he was not missing the access code. 
Nevertheless, with the access code in hand, Conrad knew that he would not have to use his 
parents’ credit card to buy a new access code. To make the situation even more convenient for 
the freshman, the little laminated card with the access code also included the web address he 
needed to visit in order to sign up for the online service. Not needing the textbook anymore, 
Conrad set it aside and placed the MacBook back on his lap, but this time, he made sure to keep 
the computer secure; he did not want to risk it falling on the floor like his textbook did. Opening 
the laptop’s lid and unlocking his computer, Conrad started up Firefox and moved his cursor to 
the address bar to type the web address listed on his access card. 

After creating his account and entering his access code, Conrad was granted access to 
AlgoLab, a service which provided practice programming problems for Conrad to work on while 
progressing in the textbook. With ten minutes left before his class was scheduled to begin, the 
freshman figured that he would wait until the next day before looking at the practice problems; 
After all, he did not have to attend class on Wednesdays, so he decided that it would be a good 
time for him to get started on his homework. Before Conrad went to close his laptop’s lid, he 
shot a brief look at the bar displaying the tabs he had opened, and he could see a little 


notification icon on his Gmail tab, indicating that he had an unread message. Clicking on the tab, 


Conrad saw that he had received a response from his professor, though the response was sent 
within the past thirty minutes. Clicking on the email, Conrad read the message, “Conrad, I don’t 
have an Apple computer, but I can imagine that they have an IDE available for it that can 
compile C++ code. - Pete Broker.” Conrad realized that his professor did not really answer his 
question. He wanted to know what software he should be using, and his professor did not give a 
clear answer. All he basically received in response was what he already knew. After letting out a 
sigh, Conrad quietly spoke to himself, “Welp. I guess Xcode it is, then.” Closing the lid of his 
laptop, Conrad packed up his belongings and picked up his backpack. With only eight minutes 
remaining until class was scheduled to begin, Conrad entered the classroom. 

Stepping into the classroom, Conrad found many students sitting at the desks, but none of 
them were talking to one another. Rather, they were sitting and using their phones. Finding a 
place to sit, the freshman took a seat on the right-hand side of the classroom, sitting next to the 
window allowing him to see outside the building. Though the view was not really the best as 
there was not much to look at other than some parked cars, an empty sidewalk, and the rear of a 
distant building, the freshman figured that it was better than nothing. Perhaps the view would 
give him an opportunity to take a bit of a mental break from the class if there was a situation 
where he decided that he would benefit from a metaphorical breather. Looking back at his 
classmates, none of them were looking at him, but Conrad was primarily studying the people 
who were in his class: Most of the people in the class were around his age, but there was one 
person sitting in the front row who stood out from the rest of the people in the classroom: He was 
a man who looked to be in his early sixties who was dressed more presentably than the rest of the 


people in the class. Seeing how different the man looked, Conrad did not know who he was, but 


he was almost certain that the man was his instructor; After all, the man had a calculus textbook 
open and was turned to the start of one of the book’s chapters. 

Before Conrad could think of anything else, he saw a newcomer enter the classroom. This 
time, however, it was actually someone Conrad had interacted with before, though his previous 
interactions with the person were rather limited. Conrad looked up at the approaching student 
and spoke first after giving a friendly smile, “Davey. You’re in this class too?” Davey took his 
seat behind Conrad, “Yep.” Conrad continued speaking with his classmate, “I haven’t seen you 
since orientation back in June. How’s it been?” Davey replied, “I’m alright.” Conrad continued 
the conversation, “That’s good to hear. What all do you have this semester?” Davey listed the 
classes he was taking, “I have this, intro to C++, algorithm and program design, and then I have 
a web design class.” The freshman recognized one of the classes Davey listed, “Hah. That’s 
interesting. I’m taking the intro to C++ class as well. I have it with Broker. Who do you have it 
with?” After pushing his glasses closer to his face, Davey answered his classmate’s question, “I 
have it with Penders.” Conrad did not have the same instructor Davey had, but he decided to 
continue the conversation anyways, “I don’t remember having the opportunity to choose the 
professor for that class. Didn’t they assign us the classes during that second day when we were at 
orientation?” Davey only gave a nod; he did not say anything else. Conrad decided to ask Davey 
a different question, “So how’s the first two days of school been going for you?” Davey gave a 
short reply, “It’s fine.” Conrad decided to elaborate, though Davey was not really interacting 
much with him, “I didn’t have to come into class yesterday, but I did still come here to get a feel 
for the campus before I had to show up today. I had English this morning, and that ended earlier 


than I was expecting. I don’t have a class between English and this class, so I just decided to go 


home and come back for this class. It’s definitely not the schedule I’m used to, but I think Ill get 
used to it.” Davey said nothing in response. 

Looking at the clock on the wall, Conrad saw that there were only two minutes before 
class was to begin. He then saw the older man he noticed earlier stand up and look at the 
freshman before taking a seat next to him. The older man spoke, “Y’all ready for class?” Conrad 
nodded, “Ready as I'll ever be. I’m not really sure what to expect.” The older man replied, “I 
haven’t seen the professor yet, but he should probably be here in a moment.” Conrad looked 
surprised, “He’s not here yet?” The older man chuckled, “Heh. You thought I was the professor, 
didn’t you?” Conrad nodded, “Well, yeah. You were sitting at the front of the class with your 
textbook opened.” The older man smiled, “Well, I hate to break it to you, but I’m not Dr. Quaid. 
My name’s Rod. Rod Brighton.” Rod held his hand out for a handshake. The freshman gave the 
older man a handshake and replied, “I’m Conrad Haywood. Nice to meet you.” Once the 
handshake ended, Rod began speaking, “Y’ know, it’s been a while since I’ve been in school. 
Things are very different from when I was in school. When I got out of high school, I enlisted in 
the Marine Corps. I was in Operation Urgent Fury, Desert Storm, and I was also in Operation 
Anaconda before I finally retired as a commissioned officer. The VA is paying for my tuition, so 
I thought I might as well get a degree in engineering. It may be a bit late for me to go to college, 
but hey, at least it’s something for me to do. I got a job after I retired from the military, and I 
recently retired from that after working for about fifteen years.” Conrad had a question for Rod, 
“What do you plan on doing with a degree in engineering?” Rod smirked as he replied, “My 
son’s in college as well, and I thought that I’d might as well take a degree to see what the 
experience is like. I want to know the sort of stuff he’s going through.” Conrad followed up with 


a new question, “What degree is your son taking?” Rod said, “He’s taking computer engineering. 


I ain’t the best with computers, so I decided to just take regular engineering.” Conrad became 
curious, “Is your son going to school at this university.” Rod nodded, “Yup. For sure. I just ain’t 
in the same classes he’s taking.” 

Before the conversation could continue, the door opened, and a bald man wearing a Metal 
Gear Solid t-shirt entered the classroom. The man was only carrying a textbook with loose 
papers hanging out of it. The man looked to be in his thirties, but he still looked substantially 
younger compared to Rod. The man placed the textbook down on the podium at the front of the 
classroom and began speaking while looking down at the textbook he flipped open, “Okay. I 
guess we'd better get started now. I’m Dr. Quaid, and this is Calculus II. Now, I don’t want to 
alarm anyone by saying this, but I want to get it out of the way now: This class is the one that 
‘weeds’ most people out who are taking STEM-related classes. If you can’t pass this class, you 
may want to rethink your major choice. It’s only Tuesday, so you have the rest of the week to 
think about this.” Conrad was surprised his professor opened up the class in such a way. It was 
beginning to make him wonder what was going to happen later in the semester. Dr. Quaid 
continued speaking, “‘So with all that out of the way, this is Calculus II. It’s going to be a bit 
different from Calculus I, so I hope you guys still remember what you learned from that class; 
we're going to get started on the lesson today after I tell you guys the stuff I’m required to tell 
you, and we’re going to finish the lesson on Thursday.” Conrad was trying to figure out which 
sort of first day of class was the norm: Was a short first day the standard for university, or were 
first days supposed to include a full lesson as well? Conrad only had two in-person classes, so he 
did not have any other classes to compare his experience against. 

Dr. Quaid turned on the projector that was affixed to the wall, and he displayed the course 


syllabus on the board, “This is the syllabus. I hope you have at least skimmed over it before 


coming to class as we’re not going to spend too much time discussing it here. Just know that 
your grade is entirely based on quizzes and exams: We will have about seven quizzes throughout 
the semester based on the homework problems that are associated with each lesson, and we have 
three exams not including the final exam.” Dr. Quaid scrolled down the syllabus and continued 
speaking, “Attendance is mandatory for this class. I will pass around an attendance sheet. Sign 
your name on the sheet to get credit for coming to class. As you know, school policy states that if 
you have more than three unexcused absences, I have to report you to the Dean.” Dr. Quaid 
scrolled down, but he paused as he scrolled back up to the attendance section of the syllabus and 
spoke again, “And one more thing: Don’t leave class early. I’ve had students in the past come to 
class and sign the sheet before leaving. If I see you leaving class early without giving me a good 
reason, I’m going to cross out your name from the sheet and count you as absent.” Dr. Quaid 
continued scrolling before he reached the end of the syllabus, “Alright, that’s all of the important 
stuff taken care of. If you have your textbook already, turn to Chapter 9. It’s on page 156.” 

Conrad was surprised with how fast Dr. Quaid went from discussing the syllabus to 
diving straight into the course content. The freshman also wished that perhaps his professor 
could have addressed the class in a way that did not leave so much tension in the air. For the 
most part, the professor was not even looking at the class while speaking to the students, and his 
voice was rather monotone and unenthusiastic while maintaining a solid speaking pace that 
almost sounded a bit stern. Conrad did hear Dr. Quaid mention homework, but according to both 
Dr. Quaid himself as well as the syllabus, only exams and quizzes were graded assignments. 
Conrad was beginning to wonder if homework was optional. If homework was indeed optional, 
then Conrad would be able to use it to his advantage and balance out the other classes that 


assigned him homework. However, the freshman knew that forsaking his calculus homework 


meant that he would not have as much practice on the problems that he would need to solve on 
quizzes and exams. There was a lot going through the freshman’s mind, and he found it to be a 
bit overwhelming at the moment. Conrad looked at the clock and found that only five minutes 
had passed since class had begun; he still had an hour and forty minutes of class remaining. 
Conrad slowly shook his head before he turned his head to his right and took a mental breather 
by looking out the large windows separating him from outside the building. Conrad did not really 
know how his first semester of college would go, but he knew that he would have to adjust to a 
few things. He felt that he would definitely make use of the few days of the week he did not have 


to go to an in-person class. 


Chapter 5 


Semester in Review 


As the semester continued, Conrad found that going to university was quite different than 
his high school experience. It was not really the workload which was Conrad’s greatest difficulty 
to adapt to, but rather, it was his overall experience. When Conrad was in high school, he was 
used to going to school early in the morning, getting off from school in the afternoon, and finally 
doing his homework in the evening; However, at university, things were different. Conrad went 
to school in the morning, came home only a few hours later, went back to school in the 
afternoon, and came home a few hours later. In a way, Conrad had less homework to do while he 
was in university. When he was in high school, he would usually have assignments for about 
three of his seven classes which he needed to do that evening. At university, however, he only 
had four classes to worry about, and it was his English class that was typically giving him 
homework. His calculus class did not require him to do the homework, and his two online classes 
did not exactly behave like his high school classes did. Instead of going to class and getting 
homework assigned during the class session, the online classes would have a list of all of the 
class’ assignments that needed to be completed from the very start of the semester along with the 


due dates. Students were expected to simply complete the assignments before the due date 


passed, and Conrad had no trouble meeting the deadlines. In fact, the freshman was able to 
complete the majority of his assignments with almost an entire week to spare. 

Conrad’s English class did not give him much trouble. The freshman had always 
performed well on English assignments in high school, and this university class was not really 
any different. If anything, Conrad’s greatest challenge in his English class was formatting his 
papers in accordance with the way the professor expected papers to be, and even then, Conrad 
did not have to put in too much effort to adapt to the change. Conrad’s intro to criminal justice 
class was probably the easiest class the freshman was taking for the semester. Since he did not 
have to go into class on Mondays, Conrad got into the habit of doing the week’s worth of 
assignments when he woke up on Monday mornings: He would read the assigned chapter, take a 
short open book quiz, and on some weeks, he would do a short writing assignment. None of the 
assignments in his intro to criminal justice class gave him any trouble, and he received high 
grades on all of the assignments he did for the class. Conrad’s calculus class was challenging but 
manageable for the freshman. Initially, Conrad had some difficulties adjusting to his professor’s 
teaching style, but as the semester progressed, the freshman was able to get a firm grasp of how 
the professor ran the class. His quiz grades in the class rose dramatically when the freshman was 
able to correctly predict which questions from the optional homework assignments would appear 
on the quizzes. Conrad never failed any of his calculus quizzes, but when he was able to predict 
which questions would appear, he was getting perfect scores on his quizzes. 

Conrad was glad that he figured out how to anticipate the quiz questions; his quiz grades 
were likely what helped him pass the class. Conrad’s exam scores were typically in the high C to 
low B range, but he scored a D on the final exam. Nevertheless, Conrad’s quiz grades were good 


enough to score him a solid B for the semester. Given that he received a B in Calculus I from 


high school, the freshman was satisfied with his calculus score for the semester. The class which 
gave Conrad the most difficulty during the semester was his C++ class. The only assignments 
which counted towards his grade in the class were five programming projects and two exams. 
The first two programming projects were fairly easy for Conrad, and he was able to figure them 
out entirely on his own by splicing parts of the book’s code examples. However, when the third 
programming project came up, Conrad did not know where to even start. It seemed to him as if 
the difficulty leap from the second project to the third project shot directly up, and he was not 
sure how he was supposed to do the project. 

Conrad attempted to send his professor an email, asking for assistance with the project. 
The professor’s response came about a week after the freshman sent the email, and it did not 
even address the question he had asked to begin with. Conrad then decided to ask a student in his 
calculus class for assistance with the programming project, but the student told him that other 
students were not allowed to help with programming projects. He also tried asking Davey, but 
Davey’s C++ class assigned an entirely different set of programming projects. Conrad attempted 
to look up solutions on the Internet, but he was at a dead end. He did not know where to go. The 
textbook did not provide him with any useful information, his classmates refused to help him, the 
professor refused to help him, and Conrad did not know how to look up his issue on the Internet. 
Conrad became stressed, as he feared that he would not be able to figure out his issue at all, but 
his saving grace came in the form of a computer lab on the second floor of his university’s 
computer science building. In the computer lab, the computer science department held an open 
lab where students could go to ask programming-related questions. It was at the open lab where 
Conrad was able to learn about some C++ commands that allowed him to complete his projects 


on time. In a way, Conrad learned more from the open lab than he did from his entire class. After 


all, his professor’s interaction with the class was extremely limited. Conrad was lucky if his 
professor replied to an email in less than a week’s time, and he was also lucky if his professor 
answered at least a quarter of the question he asked him. 

Conrad’s professor in his intro to criminal justice class did not really have substantial 
interactions with the class either, but the freshman felt as if the situation was different because 
one class was about just memorizing details from a textbook and regurgitating those details when 
taking the quiz, and the other class was about solving a logical math problems by using C++ 
functions. Half of the time, Conrad did not know what functions were even available for him to 
use in C++, and there was no master list of functions that Conrad could consult to find out what 
function best fit the problem he was trying to solve. To make matters worse, Conrad had a very 
difficult time wrapping his head around the arithmetic in his programming class, and he was 
often confused by the way variables were changed as the program executed its functions. Conrad 
grew to dislike his experience in the programming class, and given that it was his first time ever 
programming, it left a very poor first impression to him. Much like with the calculus class he 
was taking, the programming class had homework problems to do, and they were also optional 
because they were not counted towards the freshman’s overall grade in the course. In the 
beginning of the semester, Conrad worked on the homework problems, but after only three 
weeks, Conrad stopped working on the homework problems because he found himself getting 
stuck and unsure of how to proceed. When doing homework problems on AlgoLab, Conrad was 
given a problem and had to write C++ code to solve the problem. When Conrad made a mistake 
somewhere in the code, all he would know was that there was a mistake in his code. The 
freshman had no idea where his mistake was, and he did not know what was wrong with his 


code. When he could not figure out the solutions to the programming problems, Conrad stopped 


trying because he felt as if there was nothing he could do to figure out the answers. The textbook 
was not useful, he had nobody to help him, he already knew he could not rely on the professor 
for help, and he felt that it would be a waste of time to go to the open lab just to get help on 
ungraded homework assignments. 

The worst aspect of the programming class were the two exams. Conrad had taken online 
quizzes before during his intro to criminal justice class, but the exams in his programming class 
were completely different: The freshman was required to sign up for a service in which 
somebody from a company called MonitoringU would remotely connect to his computer and 
view his computer screen as well as his webcam to ensure that he was not cheating on the exam. 
The freshman had no idea why such measures were required, especially considering that he was 
allowed to use the textbook while taking the exams. The service was not free either; Conrad had 
to pay $30 per proctoring session to take his exams which lasted almost three hours. It also felt 
weird for Conrad when he was in the process of getting ready for the exam as well. Conrad had 
no place in his house that was able to serve as a ‘secure testing environment’, so he took his tests 
in the guest room whilst sitting on the guest bed. Before he was even allowed to take the exam, 
Conrad was first required to connect to the proctoring service during his allotted time period he 
paid for, and then he had to show his student ID and turn the MacBook’s webcam around, so that 
the proctor assigned to watch him could examine his room and ensure that there were no hints 
plastered on the walls, floor, or ceiling. Conrad also had to use a handheld mirror to show the 
proctor a reflection of his screen to ensure that he was not trying to take the test in a virtual 
machine. 

The whole process just made Conrad even more stressed, and to make matters worse, 


during his first exam in his C++ class, the professor had incorrectly configured the exam, and the 


proctors were not able to begin the exam. The freshman had to sit and wait in silence as the 
proctors literally called up his professor over the phone and explained the situation to him. 
Conrad did not get to start the exam until about an hour and a half after the time he was supposed 
to begin in the first place, and it did not go well. When Conrad first previewed the test, his online 
class infrastructure told him that he would have thirty questions to answer on the exam, and this 
number stayed the same until his professor changed the exam right when he was starting it. 
When he took the exam, he only had three questions to answer, and they all involved him writing 
a program into the HTML text box. As it turned out, an HTML text box was definitely not a 
good place to try and write C++ code. Funky formatting aside, Conrad was entirely unprepared 
for the first exam, as all three questions required him to use an operation called modulo to find 
the remainder of a division. The modulo operation was something briefly mentioned on one page 
of the textbook which the freshman had glossed over when he initially read the textbook, and it 
would not be until the end of the semester when he would learn about the modulo operator while 
visiting the open lab. Conrad never had to use the modulo operator when doing any of his 
programming projects, so when he encountered it on the exam for the first time, the freshman 
had no idea as to what he was supposed to do. The freshman decided to take his best guess, and 
when he received the grade for his exam, he was left with a 60%, merely one point above the 
official grade range for a failing score. 

With such few assignments in the class, Conrad was feeling stressed that he would not be 
able to pass the class, but fortunately, 25% of his grade was simply unaccounted for on the 
syllabus, meaning that every student automatically was given 25% of a grade for free. Conrad 
did not understand how getting 25% of a grade for free made sense, but he figured that he would 


not complain because it was that free credit which allowed him to pass the class. Thankfully, 


when preparing for the second exam, Conrad made sure to keep the modulo operator in mind, 
and he was counting on it appearing on the second exam. When the freshman took the second 
exam, it was largely the same as the first exam, minus the hour long delay when trying to access 
the exam, and now knowing how to use the modulo operator, Conrad was able to score an 88% 
on the exam, a substantial improvement compared to the 60% he received on the first exam. 
Either way, Conrad was glad to pass the C++ class, and he hoped that he would have more 
helpful programming professors in the future. 

While he was on campus during semester, Conrad did not get to interact much with the 
student body. His experience from the first day of class largely reflected how the rest of his days 
on campus went: He would come to class, attend class, and then go home as soon as class ended. 
Apart from Rod, Conrad’s classmates were hardly interested in talking to him. They occupied 
themselves with their phones while waiting for class to begin, and as soon as class ended, they 
all rushed out of the classroom and hopped in their vehicles to leave. Conrad’s most productive 
dialog during the semester largely occurred with Rod, but the freshman found it a bit difficult to 
interact with Rod from time to time thanks to the forty year age gap between the two students. 
Perhaps Rod was more talkative due to him living the majority of his life without having a 
smartphone. Nevertheless, Conrad was able to empathize with Rod due to Rod mentioning how 
much he was having trouble with figuring out the calculus problems, and for the most part, 
Conrad was having a very similar experience to Rod. Rod would tell Conrad about all of the time 
he spent visiting the open lab in the school’s library dedicated to solving math problems, and 
Conrad related the experience to him visiting the open lab to get help with his programming 
problems. Either way, Conrad felt a little bit at ease when he understood that he was not the only 


one having issues with coursework. 


When the semester ended, Conrad spent his winter break at home with his parents like he 
had done every other winter break. He had not met any new friends his age at university, and 
Conrad simply did not have anybody to hang out with during the break. He spent his days online 
just browsing the Internet and occasionally playing some online games with a small group of 
people he interacted with on the Internet from time to time. Conrad felt as if there was nothing 
else he could really do. He would have to wait until January of 2020 before he would be back in 
school and with a new set of people. By the time the spring semester started, Conrad had an 
entirely new schedule: He was taking three in-person classes and one online class; another 
mandatory English class, introduction to anthropology, introduction to cybersecurity, and an 
American history class. 

Though he was going to school three days a week instead of two days a week, Conrad’s 
experience while attending class was largely the same. He would go to class, attend class, and 
then go home. His peers were not interested in speaking to him, but there was a slight exception: 
There were two foreign students in his Monday evening cybersecurity class who were from 
Brazil, and they would work with Conrad to complete the class assignments. Though, for the 
most part, it was Conrad working on the assignments while one of the Brazilians would copy 
what he was doing and translate the solution to Portuguese for his friend to copy the answers. 
When they took in-class exams, the Brazilian student closest to Conrad would read the answers 
from his screen and whisper the choices to his friend in Portuguese when the professor was far 
enough away to not be heard; the classroom was somewhat large, and the computer screens were 
pretty large as well. While they took their exams, the professor, Dr. Khaled, roamed around the 
room, though the professor clearly implied that he was not really committing to his job of 


proctoring the exam: He would often walk to the other side of the classroom and stare at the 


walls for a good length of time before turning around and slowly making his way back around 
the classroom. 

The Brazilian students had an easy time communicating the answers among one another. 
Though he knew that students were not supposed to be copying the answers from his exam, 
Conrad did not do anything to prevent the Brazilians from copying his answers. The quality of 
education in his class was not really the greatest, and Conrad primarily relied on his knowledge 
of cybersecurity which he had before he came into the class to pass the exams. The freshman did 
not know how someone with no prior knowledge of cybersecurity was expected to perform well 
in the class. The class did not have any prerequisites, so quite literally anybody was allowed to 
sign up for the class as a general elective. Nevertheless, Conrad was just ready to get done with 
the class and move on. 

Conrad’s other classes were manageable enough. His American history class, the only 
online-only class he took the semester, consisted of him taking open book quizzes and doing 
writing assignments. Though reading the textbook took him a good while, Conrad was able to 
score well enough on all of the quizzes and writing assignments in the class. Overall, the class 
was rather unremarkable, especially since all of the coursework was completed online. On 
Tuesdays and Thursdays, Conrad attended his English class and his anthropology class 
back-to-back. The freshman preferred his second semester’s schedule over his first schedule 
because it meant that he did not have to go home and then back to school to attend both of his 
classes. Instead, the freshman just had to go to school in the morning and attend two classes 
before heading back home for the day. Much like his first semester, his English class started at 
8:00 in the morning, so Conrad still had to wake up at 6:00 every morning to make it to class on 


time. He tended to arrive at his classroom with about forty-five minutes to spare, and he would 


study for the random quizzes he would have in his English and anthropology classes while he 
waited. Conrad really hated pop quizzes; they always stressed him out regardless of how much 
he studied for them. 

The anthropology class was pretty standard: The professor gave a lecture every class 
session, and Conrad would take quizzes, a couple exams, and he would also do a few small 
writing assignments. It was his English class which troubled him the most. The assignments were 
not difficult, but they were extremely tedious to do. His professor seemed to like assigning work 
which seemed to serve no purpose outside of just keeping the students busy and making it seem 
as if they were doing something. The textbook for the class was exactly the same as the textbook 
he had in his first English class, and the professor even required the class to read the exact same 
readings from the textbook which he read during the first English class. Conrad was beginning to 
wonder why two English classes were required if the second English class did not provide any 
new content when compared to the first class. 

While he was on campus, Conrad did get to interact with a few people from time to time, 
but he never made any lasting friendships. For the most part, he only made acquaintances which 
he would interact with in the time before class began, and he did interact with them a little bit 
when class ended. The freshman never exchanged any contact details with the people he talked 
to at university, and Conrad was primarily treating his university experience as if it was merely a 
continuation of high school. When he was in high school, Conrad would talk to the people he 
knew at school, but when school ended, he never offered to meet up with them because he knew 
that he would get to interact with them again when he went back to school the next day. There 
were not really any social events going on at the university which seemed interesting to Conrad. 


He never cared for sports, and he always found fraternities to be unsettling for some reason. 


Even around his area, there was never really anything which seemed appealing to Conrad. In his 
mind, the freshman was primarily focused on completing his classes and getting a degree so he 
can go out and get a job. As long as he kept on going to school and maintaining his routine, 
Conrad felt that he would accomplish his objective in due time. All he had to do was just 


continue going to class. 


Chapter 6 


Long Year 


When spring break started for the freshman, Conrad believed that he would have his 
week off from school and go back to class the Monday after the break ended. He had been 
hearing of this ‘Covid-19’ virus making national headlines every single day, but the freshman did 
not initially think much of it. However, when Conrad was playing a video game with two of his 
online buddies in the middle of his spring break, he heard his phone vibrate on his desk, 
indicating that he had received a notification. The freshman never had people texting him, so 
almost every notification he received was an email sent by his school. Since he was playing an 
online game and in a voice call, he said, “Hold on, I need to check this real quick.” Conrad’s 
online buddy, Boston, asked, ““What’s going on?” The freshman replied to his online friend, “I 
got an email from school. I’m going to see what it is.” Conrad’s other online friend, Boaz, 
commented, “It'd be really funny if they emailed you to say that you don’t gotta go to school 
anymore.” 

As Conrad read the email, he became surprised. The freshman spoke over the 
microphone, “Uhh... I think you’re right, Boaz.” Boaz thought that Conrad was messing with 
him, “Like that’Il ever happen.” Conrad replied, “No, it’s for real. They’re shutting down the 


school because of Covid.” Boaz’ voice reflected his disbelief, “Seriously? You’re not messing 


with me?” Conrad reiterated what he was saying, “I’m not messing with you. It’s official. My 
university has canceled all in person classes until further notice.” Boaz became rather envious of 
Conrad, “Man, if only my boss would call me and tell me that I didn’t have to come into work 
next week.” Boston asked the freshman a question, “Conrad, are they saying you don’t have 
school at all, or that you just don’t go to campus anymore?” Conrad answered Boston’s question, 
“T think I just don’t go to campus for now. With the way the email sounds, I think all of my 
classes are going to become online classes for the rest of the semester. We only have like five 
weeks of class left, so it shouldn’t be that bad of a shift.” Boston said, “Huh. Well, I guess it’ll be 
easier not having to drive to school all the time.” Conrad decided to be optimistic, “Yeah. 
Perhaps it’ll save me some time and some gas. The email says that our professors are supposed 
to update us on what they’re doing to move our classes online. It’s still spring break, so I’d 
imagine Ill hear about that this weekend. Either way, I don’t think I’ll be away from campus for 
too long.” 

What Conrad did not know was that when he left his campus on the Thursday before 
spring break, it would be the last time he would attend a class on campus for over an entire year. 
Initially, Conrad liked the shift to online class; he no longer had to wake up early in the morning 
and rush to get to class while beating the morning traffic. Instead, he could wake up a few hours 
later and just pull out his MacBook and work on his assignments. Furthermore, many of his 
classes became easier when they were moved to online: Formerly, his cybersecurity class 
required him to complete assignments where he would use a virtual machine to change settings 
within the operating system, but because the majority of his class did not know how to set up the 
virtual machine on their own computers, Dr. Khaled decided that he would simply not give 


assignments which required the use of the virtual machine. With one less assignment due every 


week, Conrad mainly just had to take the chapter quiz, which had become open book now that 
the class was moved to online. His anthropology class adopted very similar changes as well; the 
pop quizzes became regular weekly open book quizzes that Conrad could complete online at his 
leisure. The final exam for his anthropology class and his cybersecurity class also became open 
book, so Conrad was easily able to make good grades on the exams in those classes while 
spending less time studying for the exams. 

With his history class being an online class from the very beginning, absolutely nothing 
about it changed, but Conrad’s English class adopted some rather interesting changes. While he 
would no longer be doing pop quizzes in his English class, Conrad was required to watch some 
rather uninteresting online videos and answer tedious questions about them to mark him as 
‘present’ for attendance purposes. Conrad had no idea why he had to do the attendance 
assignments when he already had weekly writing assignments to do. In a way, it felt as if his 
professor was just assigning the class work to keep them busy, and it made the mandatory 
English class feel even more hollow than it already was. Class lectures for all of the freshman’s 
classes were practically gone entirely, but his anthropology professor recorded weekly lecture 
audio files for the class to listen to. With the lecture being only audio, Conrad thought that it 
would be a good idea for him to sit his laptop on his desk with the audio playing as he played a 
video game on his desktop with the sound muted, and Conrad realized that his new method of 
consuming class content was very efficient as it allowed him to hear the lecture while the video 
game prevented his mind from wandering away from the audio. Conrad had already gotten into 
the habit of listening to YouTube videos while playing muted video games in the past, but this 
was the first time he decided to listen to class content while playing muted video games. Either 


way, the freshman was impressed with how efficient his new method of class content 


consumption was, and he figured that he could try and see what other class content he could 
listen to instead of read. 

When the spring semester came to a close, Conrad was beginning to wonder as to how he 
was supposed to return his rental textbooks to his university if his campus was entirely closed. 
However, the freshman did not have to wonder for long as he received another email on his 
phone. When he checked the email, he found that all he had to do was put his rental textbooks in 
a box with a packing slip and have the box shipped to the university’s mail service. When 
Conrad finished all of his final exams and was ready to send his rental textbooks back, he did 
exactly what was instructed to him: He placed his two rental textbooks into a box with a packing 
slip, and he took the box to the nearest FedEx facility which his school provided him a shipping 
label for. When Conrad took his box to the FedEx facility, it would be one of the few times he 
had left his house since the quarantine started. Initially, the freshman felt rather indifferent to the 
quarantine. After all, he was used to keeping himself occupied at home, but he was slow to 
realize exactly how spending months in his house would affect him over time. 

The days began to blend together for Conrad, and he was unable to tell the weeks apart, 
as nothing significant was happening week after week. He had made no memories of going to 
school or doing anything outside of just waking up, doing monotonous schoolwork on his 
MacBook, and then getting on his desktop computer to play video games and watch YouTube 
videos. The freshman repeated the process for weeks before they turned into months, and when 
his spring semester ended, not much changed for Conrad. He was now on summer vacation, but 
it did not feel like a summer vacation. There was no memory of Conrad feeling freed after 
leaving his last class session for the last time that semester. Instead, his summer vacation started 


with him completing a few open book online exams and taking his rental textbooks to the FedEx 


facility. While technically, he had associated the memory of going to the FedEx facility with his 
summer vacation starting, the feeling was not the same. Leaving class for the last time just had a 
different feeling compared to going to a FedEx facility to hand in a package. 

For Conrad’s online buddies, not much had changed with them. Boston had started an 
online class in May which he would have taken regardless of if a global quarantine occurred. 
Boaz was a grocery store employee, so he was considered an essential worker who still had to 
keep coming into work. On some days, Boston and Boaz would have some free time to play 
video games together with Conrad, but for the most part, they were both occupied with their own 
affairs, leaving Conrad alone with only his desktop computer to keep him occupied. Even before 
quarantine began, Conrad did not do too much outside of school besides browse the Internet, 
watch YouTube videos, and play video games, but now there were even less options for him to 
choose from. At this point, there was almost literally nothing for the freshman to do over his 
summer vacation besides browse the Internet, watch YouTube videos, and play video games. He 
did have to take a summer class however, but it would not be until June when his online class 
was scheduled to begin. For the entire month of May, Conrad did the same exact thing day in and 
day out with no change to his routine, and it was not even that long before Conrad was losing 
track of time. Of course, the clock on his computer always told him the time and date, but 
Conrad found himself surprised to see how much of the month he had already spent doing 
practically nothing. He had done no activities during the entire month outside of sitting on his 
computer and consuming media, so when June began, Conrad felt as if the entire month he had 
off was a complete waste. 

The second week of June marked the beginning of Conrad’s first summer class, and it 


was a class which Conrad was not looking forward to: physics with calculus. The freshman had 


no idea why he had to take a physics class for a cybersecurity degree, but after taking two 
mandatory English classes, Conrad already knew that some classes perhaps were required just 
for the sake of padding out a degree and making students stick around and spend money at the 
university for longer. Waking up on his first day of summer class, Conrad was feeling very 
anxious because he had a bad feeling that the class would be very difficult. After all, when he 
was in his calculus class during the fall semester, Rod was taking physics with calculus, and he 
would often tell Conrad about how hard the class was. With the class being completely online, 
the freshman was primarily hoping that he would not require assistance when doing his 
schoolwork; he knew that it would be very difficult to get help on a math-related subject over 
email or a Zoom meeting. 

Conrad attended an online lecture via Zoom during his first day of class, and it seemed 
rather straightforward. His professor, Dr. Wayne, introduced the class to the concept of vectors 
and how the four basic mathematical functions were computed using vectors. Conrad left the 
class feeling alright enough, but when he went to start on the online homework, things took a 
different turn. The homework required Conrad to work on problems which were beyond what he 
was taught in class, and it was not like he was working on future homework either. The 
homework he was doing was to be completed before the next class session was to be given. 
Looking at his notes, the textbook, and even consulting various sites on the Internet, Conrad 
simply could not find a way to answer any of the questions on the homework, and to make 
matters worse, Conrad had no way to see what he was doing wrong on the homework. When he 
entered an answer, it would simply tell him that an answer was wrong, and it did not tell him 
where he was wrong, as there was nowhere for Conrad to work out the problems while doing the 


homework. Furthermore, Conrad had a limited number of attempts for each question before he 


was not allowed to retry a problem. All of these factors made Conrad very stressed, and he 
became hesitant to work on his homework, fearing that he would get the answers wrong and 
would not be able to do anything to fix his incorrect answers. 

When Conrad explained the situation to his parents, they told him that it would be a good 
idea for him to see if there were perhaps any tutoring sessions ongoing. Furthermore, his parents 
also advised him to see if there was an open lab he could visit to receive help on his homework 
problems. The next day, Conrad attended an online ‘tutoring session’, but to his dismay, the 
session was pretty much just a restatement of the previous lecture. The session did not help 
Conrad at all with the homework he still needed to do, for the content covered during the lecture 
did not account for the homework problems he was assigned. The homework was due that 
evening, and Conrad had no way to complete it at all. Remembering what Rod had told him 
regarding the math lab during the semester, Conrad proceeded to search his school’s website to 
see if there were any math workshops that were open. Unfortunately, Conrad discovered that the 
math workshops had all been closed due to Covid. With no friends to ask for help, Conrad had 
absolutely nowhere to go to receive help for his math problems, and it was also too late to email 
the professor, as the due date for the homework was mere hours away. 

Understanding that he would not be able to complete the homework on time, Conrad also 
understood that it was probably not a good idea for him to stay in the class if was practically 
unable to complete any of the homework. He figured that he would likely perform poorly on the 
exams, and he had no idea what he could even do to become proficient at doing the problems if 
he had nobody to assist him. With all of this in mind, Conrad dropped the class. His parents were 
very disappointed by the freshman’s decision to drop the class, but Conrad saw no other way 


around dropping the class; failure was not an option to him, and he could not stand the extremely 


stressful feeling of being unable to complete his assignments on time despite him doing 
everything in his power to work on his assignments. Thankfully, he was still in the drop/add 
week, so the freshman was able to drop the class and replace it without any penalty. Conrad 
replaced the class with a European history class because he figured that he would be able to 
complete the class without having to rely on anybody else for help. Besides, Conrad figured that 
European history would be much like his American history class he took where he just needed to 
know details and regurgitate them on the exam. 

When Conrad signed up for the European history class, he saw that it was not scheduled 
to begin until two weeks had passed, giving the freshman some more time to enjoy summer 
vacation. Being relieved of the stress of being unable to complete his assignments left Conrad in 
a very interesting state of mind where he went from being super stressed to relaxed. To Conrad, 
it felt good to genuinely sit back and relax after having been involved in a very stressful 
situation. During his brief two days in the physics class, Conrad found it difficult for him to eat, 
sleep, and concentrate because of the stress, and now that the stress had left him entirely, he was 
feeling immensely better. For the next two weeks, Conrad enjoyed his time recovering from the 
stress, and he was practically back to doing what he had done back during his summer break in 
May: He was watching videos on YouTube, playing video games, and browsing the Internet. 
However, the day before his new class was set to begin, Conrad could not help but find himself 
stressing again. Ever since his poor experience in the physics class, Conrad’s brain continued to 
tell him that he was going to relive the experience again. Thankfully for Conrad, when he finally 
got into the European history class the next day, he found that it was far from the experience he 


endured in the physics class: His class consisted of him reading the textbook and answering 


questions based on the details covered in the textbook along with completing some writing 
assignments based on a few pieces of European literature he was assigned to read. 

The European history class went rather well for Conrad, and he still had plenty of time to 
enjoy himself during the month and a half his summer class occupied. The class had two exams 
which the freshman was not looking forward to, but when Conrad finally went to take them, he 
found they were easier than he was expecting: His exams were open book, and they consisted of 
Conrad describing a topic in his own words before answering a few essay questions based on 
some points that were covered in the textbook. Relieved by the exam format, Conrad was easily 
able to complete the exams as well as all of his other assignments in his summer class. When his 
summer class ended, the sophomore only had a week’s break before he would have to start his 
next semester. While the sophomore was expecting to go back to campus, he found that the 
campus was still closed due to Covid. He would be taking four classes entirely online. Conrad’s 
classes for the first semester of his second year of school included statistics, philosophy, art 
history, and discrete mathematics. 

Initially, the sophomore became stressed as he feared that taking online math classes 
would result in the same problems he encountered when he was attempting the physics class over 
the summer. Fortunately, Conrad did not experience these issues when he was taking either of his 
math classes. He was able to understand the topics in both of his classes, and the homework 
assignments were able to be completed because they were not asking about topics beyond what 
was covered in class. Conrad was also happy to find out that the online homework in his 
statistics class allowed him infinite attempts for each problem, so he did not feel stressed when 
entering an answer into the system. The system would also show him an example problem when 


he answered incorrectly, and the example problems helped Conrad understand what he was doing 


wrong when solving the statistics problems. This feature was not present in his physics class nor 
his programming class. 

The exams for his two math classes were similar in a way to his experience in the 
programming class in the vein that they required him to have his webcam monitor him during the 
exams, but at the very least, Conrad did not have to pay somebody from some sort of monitoring 
service to watch him while taking his exams. At the same time, Conrad did not understand why 
these two classes required him to use monitoring software in the first place. He was allowed to 
use a reference sheet in the statistics class which provided him a complete list of all the formulas 
he would ever need to use, and for his discrete math class, he was allowed to bring his own 
reference sheet with any information he wanted to know for the test. Besides, with the time limit 
for the exams, one would not even have a chance to look up any answers. Conrad barely had 
enough time to finish his exams in his discrete math class, and he did not have to look at his 
reference sheet much at all. His statistics class was more forgiving in terms of the time limit, but 
with the reference sheet provided to him by the professor, nobody had a reason to cheat in the 
first place; the reference sheet was sufficient enough to complete the exams with. 

Conrad’s other two classes were not difficult. For his philosophy class, all he did was 
read his textbook each week and post to a discussion board in response to a prompt. He then had 
to reply to seven other students on the discussion board. Apart from the discussion board, the 
only other assignments Conrad had in the philosophy class were two research papers in which he 
just had to compare and contrast the applications of two philosophical theories. For his art 
history class, Conrad found that it was structured in a similar manner to his American history 
class: He had to read the textbook each week and do a short weekly quiz. However, in the art 


history class, he also had to post to a discussion board in response to a prompt much like he did 


with his philosophy class. Aside from the subject matter, the only real difference was that he had 
to reply to two students instead of seven students to get full credit. There was also an assignment 
involved where the sophomore was required to tour an art museum and analyze a few pieces of 
art from the museum. Conrad toured the local art gallery in his town for the assignment with his 
mother, but his mother was not impressed by the type of art the museum had on display. She 
criticized the art for seemingly being made for the purpose of political propaganda rather than 
passionate expression. 

Overall, Conrad’s fall semester went rather smoothly. He was able to score well in all of 
his classes, and he completed all of his assignments on time. From the sophomore’s perspective, 
even though he was doing his assignments, it seemed as if his weeks blended together. He did 
not get to interact with any of his classmates outside of leaving generic replies to their discussion 
posts just to get credit for doing his discussion assignments. Though they were easy for him to 
complete, Conrad did not particularly care for discussion board assignments. The students 
posting on the boards made it abundantly clear that they were only interested in doing what was 
required to get a passing grade and nothing more, so there was no actual discussion going on. 
Though the semester was not too exciting, Conrad was at least glad that he was able to get good 
grades on all of his assignments. With his first semester of sophomore year completed, Conrad 


was ready to move on to the spring semester, or so he thought. 


Chapter / 


The Going Gets Tough 


With winter break coming to an end, Conrad was getting ready to begin his fourth 
semester at his university. As usual, he was taking four classes, but his classes were now all 
related to his major of cybersecurity. He was taking algorithm programming, networking, 
advanced discrete math, and an introductory database class. With his campus still closed due to 
Covid, all four of his classes were online classes; However, he was to have Zoom meetings with 
all of his classes, save for his database class. Having completed the first discrete math class, 
Conrad felt that the continuation class should not be too different from what he was used to. 
After all, the same professor, Dr. Yanni, taught the class, and Conrad knew how Dr. Yanni’s 
teaching style was. For his networking class, he would have Dr. Khaled, the same professor that 
he had during his cybersecurity class from the previous year, so he figured that his time in the 
class probably would not be too bad. Nevertheless, the sophomore still had two instructors he 
never had before, so he did not know what to expect. He was hoping that his new professor for 
his programming class would be better than the one he had during his first programming class. 
He was not looking forward to getting into a situation where he would be unable to progress. As 


far as he knew, the computer lab that proved to be his saving grace during his first programming 


semester was closed, so if he were to get stuck, he would have to rely on the professor and 
whatever information he could find on the Internet to assist him. 

When the first day of the semester finally came, Conrad could not help but feel rather 
nervous. He had his Zoom meeting with his programming instructor on the first day of class, and 
he was not quite sure what to expect. The professor was a bit difficult to understand thanks to his 
thick accent and poor microphone quality, but Conrad had spent a great deal of time on the 
Internet listening to foreign accents; he was able to understand what the professor was saying. 
The lecture was a pretty standard introduction to the class, and it mainly consisted of the 
professor going over the syllabus and what people needed to have in order to be successful in the 
class. The professor said, “Now, I know that this course does not have any prerequisites, but I do 
highly recommend that you should take a C++ introductory class before taking this one. This 
class relies on a lot of key concepts learned during the C++ introductory class. If you are taking 
that class along with this one, it’s probably going to be a bit difficult to complete all of the 
assignments. Just keep this in mind during the drop/add week.” Though it had been over a year 
since Conrad had completed the C++ class his instructor was mentioning, he felt as if he was 
prepared enough to take the algorithm class. When the class ended, the sophomore had a few 
hours to wait before his networking class was set to begin, so he decided that he would try and 
work on some of the homework from his algorithm class while he waited. 

With his online homework site using the same login credentials as one of his previous 
classes, it was not long before Conrad logged into the site, entered the access code that he 
purchased, and looked over the homework assignment he was to complete. The ‘textbook’ for 
the class was not a traditional textbook like the digital web books he had for the rest of his 


classes. Instead, half of the assignment consisted of him clicking through an interactive program 


that taught him a concept. The other half of the assignment required him to solve a programming 
problem. The segment of the homework with code input was very similar to his optional online 
homework he had done during his first C++ class, but this time, the homework was not optional. 
At the very least, the user interface on the new service Conrad was using was significantly 
cleaner compared to the old service, and it looked as if the site itself was a straight upgrade to the 
old site as far as website quality was concerned. Nevertheless, Conrad did not want to waste time 
admiring the aesthetics of the new website; he had some programming homework to do. 

For two hours, Conrad struggled with the online homework. He only had a few problems 
to solve, but the sophomore found himself struggling with all of them. Much like the old site, 
when Conrad gave an incorrect solution to the problem, the website would let him know that he 
was doing it wrong, but it also would not really tell him exactly what the problem was. However, 
at least the new site would give Conrad a hint after entering about five incorrect solutions, 
though the hints were not particularly helpful. Nevertheless, after a lot of Googling, Conrad 
finally figured out the correct answers, and he finished his first homework assignment. The 
sophomore began feeling nervous again: If he was having this much trouble completing the first 
homework assignment, how much trouble would he have doing the later homework 
assignments? Looking at the time, the sophomore saw that it was time for his networking class to 
begin. Closing the tab he was doing his homework on, Conrad opened up Zoom and joined his 
class’ virtual room. 

Dr. Khaled did not arrive until about ten minutes after the class session was set to begin, 
and in the time between class time officially starting and the instructor showing up, a good 
majority of the students were typing in the text chat trying to figure out where Dr. Khaled was. 


Nevertheless, Dr. Khaled showed up, and Conrad was surprised when he heard him speak; his 


microphone’s quality was probably the worst he had encountered out of any online class. If it 
was not for his staticky microphone making him barely audible, Dr. Khaled also had a very thick 
foreign accent, so Conrad had to pay even more attention to hear what his instructor was saying. 
Upon joining the Zoom meeting, the professor said, “Alright, class. So, this is the networking 
class. It’s our first class meeting, so that means I must go over the syllabus.” Dr. Khaled went 
over the syllabus with the class, and Conrad got to hear much of the same compulsory 
information he had heard from his other professors. Though when the professor finished going 
over the syllabus, he said something which surprised Conrad, “So, I know the syllabus says that 
we are to meet on Zoom on Tuesdays and Thursdays, but I’ll tell you guys what: How about we 
only meet on Tuesday? We’ll still ‘officially’ meet on Thursday, but I won’t be here, if you know 
what I mean. We’ Il call it Thursday Study Day or something.” Realizing that Dr. Khaled was 
cutting the class a break, Conrad was beginning to feel rather fortunate. Looking at the chat 
window on the side of the screen, the sophomore watched as students inputted their responses. 
The unanimous verdict by the class was, “I concur.” When Dr. Khaled saw that the class was in 
agreement with him, he said, “Okay. It’s settled then. I will see you guys next Tuesday. Goodbye 
now.” The professor left the Zoom meeting, and when Conrad left the meeting as well, he looked 
at the time to see that only twenty minutes had passed since his professor had shown up. Out of 
the hour and fifteen minutes of class time he had, the class itself only ran for thirty minutes in 
total. Conrad was not complaining; he still had two more classes to get acquainted with. 

Later that afternoon, the sophomore checked out his database class. The class itself 
seemed manageable, but Conrad was feeling a bit iffy knowing that he would have to log into an 
SQL server using his Mac’s command line feature. The sophomore was not really used to using 


computers with a command line; he was much more familiar with using a graphical user 


interface. Thinking back to the previous year, Conrad did have to use a Linux command line 
when he was in his intro to cybersecurity class, and he did not have any issues with using it, so 
he figured that he would get used to using SQL in due time. Nevertheless, his database class did 
not have any SQL specific assignments for him to do for his first week. Instead, he just had to 
read the first chapter of the textbook and answer some questions. As he worked on the 
assignment, Conrad found that the questions were really easy for him to answer. For the most 
part, the answers to the questions were directly stated in the textbook, and all Conrad did was 
just put the book’s answers in his own words. 

When the sophomore had finished his assignment, he saw that it was getting rather late. 
His discrete math class did not meet until the next day, so he felt that he would stop working on 
school assignments for the time being and wait until the next day. Conrad’s first day of class was 
rather productive: He was able to complete the week’s homework for two out of his four classes. 
His networking class was technically complete for the week as well because Dr. Khaled did not 
assign the class any work to do for the first week besides just purchasing the textbook, which 
Conrad already had redeemed an online code for. Conrad was feeling a bit iffy about his 
programming class, but he figured that his professor likely would not give him too much to do 
during his next class meeting on Thursday. Deciding that it was time for him to stop thinking 
about school for the time being, Conrad went back to his normal routine of browsing the Internet 
for the rest of the evening. 

The next day, Conrad awoke and sat idly by while waiting for his discrete math class to 
start. The sophomore had completed all of the assignments that were open for him to complete 
for the time being, so there was not much for him to do while waiting. Conrad walked into the 


living room, and he saw that the news was airing the inauguration of Joe Biden. Conrad gave a 


slow nod to himself, “Oh yeah, it is Inauguration Day. Interesting.” The sophomore watched the 
inaugural celebration for a few minutes before he turned off the television and went back into his 
room to use his desktop computer. After eating his lunch and browsing the Internet for about an 
hour, it was about time for Conrad to log into his Zoom meeting and attend his first class session 
of the new semester with Dr. Yanni. When class began, Dr. Yanni joined the virtual meeting on 
time, and she began the class by asking the same question she had asked at the start of every 
class session during the previous semester, “Class, are you able to hear me?” 

The first day of class was very similar to how it went with Dr. Yanni during the previous 
semester. Dr. Yanni informed the class that she would begin covering course content starting the 
following Monday, and as Conrad expected, he would not have any homework to complete for 
the class for the time being. The sophomore also thought that if he was lucky, he would not have 
any homework from Dr. Yanni to complete on Monday as well; when he was in his first discrete 
math class with her, she did not always assign homework after every class session. Instead, 
homework would typically be assigned once every other week. So far, Conrad was feeling pretty 
confident about his classes. From what he had been through so far, his database class seemed 
straightforward, his networking class seemed easy considering his professor was giving the class 
a break already, and his discrete math class seemed like it was just more of what he had already 
done. The only class Conrad was still unsure of was the programming class with Dr. Ramaiah. 
Furthermore, the sophomore was not ready for the weekend yet; he still had to attend a Zoom 
class with Dr. Ramaiah the following day. However, for the time being, Conrad had nothing to 
work on, so he went back to browsing the Internet once more. 

When his Zoom class started on Thursday, Conrad felt a little fatigued when Dr. Ramaiah 


made the class do some interactive classwork where all of the students had to solve some 


programming problems in real time by inputting code into the online platform he used to do the 
homework. Apparently, Dr. Ramaiah wanted the class to work on some classwork problems that 
would only be open to be completed during the class periods. The routine was very stressful for 
Conrad because he was just barely able to find the solution before the professor closed the 
classwork assignment. To make matters worse, the classwork assignments counted for a grade, 
and the assignments were not graded for completion. The sophomore had no idea how he was 
supposed to get the right answers so quickly, and he was beginning to fear that he would run into 
issues later in the semester where he would be unable to keep up with the pace that Dr. Ramaiah 
expected the class to write code at. Conrad could not even write one line of C++ code without 
looking at some sort of reference to ensure that he was using the proper syntax for the machine to 
understand his inputs. At the very least, the sophomore was able to complete the first batch of 
classwork assignments, so he felt relieved that he had survived the class. Before class ended 
though, Dr. Ramaiah had something else to say to the class, “By the way class, today I will open 
up your first programming project that is due by next Friday. The week should give you all 
plenty of time to complete it. Basically, the project lists fifteen programming problems, and you 
have to solve ten of them. They’re all pretty basic problems, so nobody should have any trouble 
doing any of these. You don’t have as much time to complete this first project because it is so 
simple. When we get to the more complex projects, I’Il give you more time to complete them.” 
Conrad did not get to see what the first programming project was, as Dr. Ramaiah did not open 
up the project document and show the class what he was talking about, but he decided that he 
would take his professor’s word regarding the difficulty of the project. 

With his first week of class wrapped up, Conrad was feeling rather content. Though he 


knew that he had a programming project that would be due at the end of the next week, he 


figured that if it was as simple as his professor said it was, he would be able to complete it on the 
coming Sunday. When he started taking online classes, Conrad had gotten into the habit of 
starting his school week on Sunday. The sophomore never had any classes on Friday, and 
because most of his professors tended to open up new assignments on Sundays, Conrad had 
gotten into the routine of making Friday and Saturday his weekend while he used Sunday to get a 
head start on the week. After all, Conrad always liked it when he gave himself plenty of time to 
work on his assignments. The sophomore was never much of a procrastinator, and he always 
strived to get his work done as early as possible. This work ethic was primarily brought upon by 
the intense stress that Conrad felt when he let an assignment go unfinished. The feeling was so 
unpleasant to Conrad that he was willing to sacrifice Sunday to work on as much work as he 
possibly could. During his previous semester, Conrad dedicated about eleven hours every 
Sunday to getting ahead in his classes and preventing him from stressing out later in the week. 
When he disconnected from the Zoom call after his class session with Dr. Ramaiah finished, 
Conrad was practically done for the week. The sophomore closed his MacBook and went on to 
enjoy the rest of his Thursday by browsing the Internet on his desktop computer which had been 
moved to his own room. Conrad would spend Friday and Saturday browsing the Internet as well. 
There were plenty of Internet forums for him to read, especially since the entire world was still 
locked down due to a global pandemic. 

When Sunday rolled around, Conrad awoke and pulled out his MacBook to see what he 
would be able to get ahead with. While part of him was expecting to see a full week’s course 
load from all of his classes, he found that the only classes he was able to get started on were the 
database class and the programming class. His networking class and discrete math class did not 


have any new assignments posted at the moment, so Conrad figured that he would have to wait 


until his next Zoom meetings in the two classes before he would know what he would have to do 
for the week. Half of Conrad felt a bit stressed that he was being forced to wait until later in the 
week, but the other half of him decided to look at it from a different perspective: At least he 
would be able to use the day to get ahead with two classes. Conrad decided to start on his 
database class first. Considering how quickly he moved through the class’ first assignment, he 
figured that the second assignment would not give him much trouble. 

Conrad quickly discovered that his prediction was accurate; he was able to efficiently 
complete his second assignment in his database class. The second assignment was very similar to 
the first assignment, and the sophomore primarily had to answer simple questions from the 
textbook in which the answers were easily located. Apart from his textbook assignment, Conrad 
also had to log into the school’s SQL server and take a screenshot of his command line to 
indicate that he was able to access the SQL server, but it did not take him too long to figure out 
how to log into the server with the command line. After all, he did have instructions to follow, 
and though they were not written for macOS users in mind, the sophomore was able to find 
equivalent commands to still successfully access the server. With his database class out of the 
picture for the week, Conrad now had to work on that programming project for his programming 
class. Logging into his school’s online infrastructure, the sophomore navigated to his class’ 
homepage and located the document detailing the project’s requirements. 

With every programming problem he read, Conrad’s confidence worsened. By the time 
he reached the fifteenth programming problem on the list, he was not feeling well at all. He had 
no idea how to do any of the programming problems. He had no idea where to start, and he had 
no idea where he would even get help in doing the problems. The sophomore shook his head as 


the words of Dr. Ramaiah echoed in his mind, “They’re all pretty basic problems, so nobody 


should have any trouble doing any of these. You dont have as much time to complete this first 
project because it is so simple.”’ Even compared to the homework problems he had difficulty 
with, these fifteen programming problems did not seem simple at all to Conrad. While the 
thought of dropping the class and replacing it stirred in his mind, there were a couple problems 
with dropping the class: For one, algorithm programming was yet another class required to 
continue his cybersecurity degree. Conrad had already pushed back his required physics class 
during the summer, so he knew that it would only be harder in the future if he were to push back 
all of his hard classes. He really was not interested in taking a semester consisting of nothing but 
hard classes. Secondly, he knew that his parents would be very disappointed in him if he were to 
drop another class. Conrad remembered how disappointed his parents were when he dropped the 
physics class, and though dropping the class immensely helped him in terms of the intense stress 
he was feeling while in the physics class, his parents’ disappointment did not help him 
whatsoever. 

Conrad remembered something his father had told him when he mentioned dropping the 
physics class over the summer, “You’ve only been through one week of the class. What makes 
you think you know how it’s going to go? The class is nine weeks long, and you’ve only seen 
one week.” This time, the sophomore was going to take what his dad said into account. He was 
going to press on with the class. Though he was not exactly in the mood to continue working on 
the programming project at the moment, he knew that he still had the whole week ahead of him 
to continue working on it. For the time being, Conrad decided that he would instead work on his 
regular weekly programming homework assignments and leave the project for Monday. Perhaps 
after getting some rest that night and coming back to the project on Monday, Conrad would be 


able to make great progress on the programming project. After all, he mainly took a preliminary 


look at the list of fifteen project problems and thought about how he would try and start on each 
one of them. Perhaps if he worked on the problems one at a time, he would be able to 
concentrate on the problems and solve them. With his new battle plan set in his mind, the 
sophomore went to work on the weekly homework problems. He intended to hit the ground 


running on Monday and solve as many of the fifteen problems as he could. 


Chapter 8 


Stress 


Monday came, and Conrad set about putting his plan into motion. Unfortunately, Conrad 
woke up a bit later than he anticipated, so he would not have time to get started on his 
programming project right away; he had to attend his Zoom class with Dr. Yanni. Further 
deviating from the sophomore’s plan, Dr. Yanni assigned the class homework, and Conrad felt 
that it was more important for him to work on Dr. Yanni’s homework before starting on the 
programming project. The homework assignment was not too challenging, but it was rather 
tedious. It primarily consisted of converting numbers across different number systems, and 
Conrad had a lot of numbers to convert. By the time Conrad finished his homework, he saw that 
it was almost starting to get late, but he still had some time to work on the programming project. 
As he opened the document listing the fifteen problems he could solve, he started on the first 
problem. Half an hour passed, and Conrad was unable to make any progress working on the first 
problem. Deciding to skip the problem and work on the others to prevent him from wasting time, 
Conrad went on to the second problem to see what he could do with it. 

Hours passed, and Conrad had made absolutely zero progress with any of the 
programming problems, and he had now made it to the end of the problem sheet with no idea as 


to how he would solve any of the problems. Exhausted, the sophomore decided that it was 


probably best for him to stop working on the project for the night. When he consulted his mother 
regarding the problem he was experiencing, his mother suggested that Conrad should ask the 
professor for help the next time they had a class meeting. Satisfied with his mother’s suggestion, 
Conrad decided that he would ask Dr. Ramaiah for assistance towards the end of his Zoom class 
on Tuesday. He felt that perhaps the course content Dr. Ramaiah would cover in class would be 
helpful in understanding how to do the programming project. After all, the online homework and 
the content covered in the class so far were leagues behind what he was expected to do for the 
programming project. He did not learn anything helpful from his first C++ class that would help 
him solve at least ten of the fifteen problems he was required to solve. 

Tuesday came, and it was time for Conrad to attend his Zoom meeting with Dr. Ramaiah. 
The weather was very dreary, and the sophomore had felt a lot of stress building up for the last 
couple days. The stress was beginning to affect Conrad’s sleep schedule, and it also prevented 
him from eating in a timely manner. A meal that would normally take him thirty minutes to eat 
under ideal circumstances now took him an hour and fifteen minutes to eat; the stress he was 
experiencing was starting to prevent him from eating. Conrad had experienced similar symptoms 
in the past when other classes stressed him out, but now, things seemed to be getting worse, 
especially since he had spent hours working on his programming problems and not progressing 
whatsoever. The previous day, Conrad also received the automated email from his school which 
let him know that the add/drop week had passed, so the knowledge that he would not be able to 
hotswap his class made him even more stressed. 

Conrad’s mother knew that her son was stressed, so they went on a walk around the 
neighborhood that morning to try and calm the sophomore’s nerves. Though the walk helped 


Conrad feel less stressed at the moment, as soon as the fifteen minute walk ended, the sophomore 


was back to feeling stressed again. The entire day, he could not stop sweating, and the blue t-shirt 
he wore had obvious sweat stains around the armpits. When his Zoom class finally began, 
Conrad was feeling stressed; not only due to the uncertainty of whether his professor would give 
the class helpful advice for completing the programming project, but Conrad was also stressed 
because he knew that he would have to do more timed programming problems for classwork. 
During the class session, Dr. Ramaiah’s lecture primarily covered topics that were irrelevant to 
accomplishing anything close to what was required for the programming project. In fact, Dr. 
Ramiah’s lecture seemed as if it should have been the first lecture for the C++ class Conrad took 
during his first ever semester. The professor covered topics such as declaring variables and basic 
C++ syntax. Though variables and syntax were important for all C++ programs, these topics 
were irrelevant to completing the programming project. 

After barely finishing the classwork problems on time, it was coming to the point where 
the class session was ending. Conrad was still sweaty from the stress he felt while solving the 
classwork problems, and he knew that if he did not say anything regarding the programming 
project, he would not get any assistance. Ready to end the lecture, Dr. Ramaiah said, “Okay. Any 
questions, class?” Conrad quickly started typing in the Zoom chat box. After a few seconds had 
passed, Dr. Ramaiah saw Conrad’s message and read it aloud, “Where can we go to get 
assistance for the programming project?” Dr. Ramaiah paused for a second before he responded 
to the question, “Okay, so for the programming project, you are supposed to do it entirely on 
your own. Getting help from other students or the Internet is considered academic misconduct. If 
you have a specific problem regarding the project, send me an email, but I can only answer so 
much. It is supposed to be your project after all.” Conrad was left speechless, and before he 


could type another message in the Zoom chat, Dr. Ramaiah gave his parting message to the class, 


“We will have class next Thursday. If you have not completed the programming project already, 
start on it as soon as possible. It is due this Friday. Goodbye, class.” 

When the class session ended, Conrad was feeling worse than he did before class started. 
The sophomore exited his room, and when his mother saw him, she asked, “How did it go? Did 
your professor give you any good advice?” Conrad answered, “It didn’t go well. He said that we 
were supposed to figure it out ourselves. He said that we can’t even use the Internet to figure out 
how to do it.” Conrad’s mother answered, “How is he supposed to expect you to solve the 
problems when he hasn’t gone over what you need to know to solve them?” Conrad shrugged. 
His mother then asked another question, “Did he go over anything helpful today?” The 
sophomore shook his head, “Nope. Everything he covered was completely irrelevant.” Conrad’s 
mother forgot the project’s due date, “When are you supposed to have it done?” The sophomore 
quickly answered, “This Friday. I haven’t been able to solve any of the problems.” Conrad’s 
mother understood the situation, and she gave her son advice, “If he’s not going to help you, then 
you might as well just ignore what he said and look up the problems on the Internet. I sincerely 
doubt he’!l be able to figure out that you used the Internet.” Conrad slowly nodded; he 
understood that he was running out of options. 

That afternoon, Conrad went back to work on the programming problems. He spent a lot 
of time ending up at dead ends just like the previous day, and even with hardcore Googling, he 
was still completely stuck. Fortunately, after a good while, Conrad finally found a website in 
which somebody had coded a program that did exactly what he needed to do for one of his 
problems. Conrad copied the code directly from the site, and he tested it. The program worked, 
and for the first time, Conrad felt slightly relieved due to his newfound ability to make progress. 


Even though he did not solve the problem himself, he was in a position where he was willing to 


do anything to get the solutions to the problems he had in front of him. With one programming 
problem finished with help from the Internet, Conrad still had nine more programming problems 
to complete, and to make matters worse, the other fourteen problems were significantly more 
complex than the first problem he had solved. Wanting to stay optimistic, Conrad felt that if he 
was able to find the answer to one problem on the Internet, he would likely be able to find the 
answers to the rest of the problems on the Internet. He just hoped that it would not take him three 
hours to find the answer to each problem. 

Before the sophomore could continue the programming project, he heard his mother’s 
voice announcing that dinner was ready. Conrad emerged from his room with his shirt 
completely drenched in sweat, and he sat down at the dinner table. His mother and father were 
already at the table waiting for him. Conrad’s father noticed that his son was noticeably stressed, 
but he ignored it. During dinner, Conrad’s father asked, “So, what have you been doing today, 
Conrad?” The sophomore answered his father, “I’ve been trying to figure out how to do these 
programming problems. I’ve been stuck for the longest time, but I finally made progress. Our 
professor said that we’re not allowed to use the Internet to help us, but I went ahead and did it 
anyway.” Conrad’s father took his son’s side, “They shouldn’t be able to tell you what resources 
you should or should not be allowed to use. In the real world, you’re gonna need to look stuff up 
on the Internet.” The sophomore nodded and said, “Yeah...” The family continued to eat dinner, 
and Conrad was the last one to finish. Due to his stress, he found it difficult to eat quickly 
without feeling as if he was going to vomit out everything he just took in. 

With dinner out of the way, Conrad went straight back to his room to continue working 
on the programming project. This time, he did not even hesitate before going straight to Google 


to look up as much of the problems as he could. As time went on, however, things were not 


going well for Conrad: He was reaching sites where potential solutions were hidden behind 
paywalls. The sophomore was beginning to get frustrated as he was unable to find the answers he 
was looking for. His stress was further magnified by him knowing that the project was due on 
Friday, and here he was on Tuesday with only one tenth of the project complete. Mentally 
speaking, Conrad’s stress had reached its peak, and he had never felt so stressed out in his life 
before. Even during his terrible experience at his physics class over the summer, Conrad was at 
least able to find relief from his stress by dropping the class. However, with the drop/add week 
having passed, Conrad would be unable to drop the class. The sophomore saw no way out of the 
situation he was in. 

With his stress building with every page he visited providing no answer, Conrad’s 
perspective was beginning to warp as his peripheral vision began to fade away. His breathing 
became less steady as he found himself unconsciously developing an irregular breathing pattern. 
The sophomore took a quick look at his armpits, and he saw that his sweat had drenched even 
more of his shirt than it had before. Looking at his palms, his hands were dripping with sweat, 
but Conrad knew that if he were to stop working on the programming project, he would not be 
able to complete it. The sophomore pushed onwards with his stress now far exceeding anything 
he had ever felt before. Minutes passed. As he continued looking through various web pages, 
Conrad’s peripheral vision was now completely gone, and he was only able to see what was 
directly in front of him. Looking at the words on the screen became rather difficult at this point, 
and Conrad found himself unable to concentrate on the problem he was trying to solve. In the 
state he was in, the sophomore was becoming confused as to what problem he was even 


supposed to be solving in the first place. 


Tabbing back in to look at the project document, the sophomore felt his limbs were now 
trembling, making it difficult for him to to move the mouse cursor using the trackpad. His 
breathing was also very irregular, and each breath was becoming faster. Able to hear his 
heartbeat in his head now, Conrad’s vision began pulsing as he reread the problem he was trying 
to work on. The sophomore was feeling extremely uncomfortable at this point, and though he 
noticed that something was indeed wrong, he did not know what he was experiencing. All the 
sophomore wanted at this point was to make the stress stop, but he knew that the stress would 
not subsist until he either made more progress on his assignment or dropped the class. Dropping 
the class was not an option, so the only thing Conrad could do to relieve his stress would be to 
press onward and make more progress. 

Returning to his web browser, the stress was unbearable for Conrad. His entire body was 
sweating and rapidly shaking, his breathing was extremely labored, his vision was throbbing and 
tunneled, his heart was quickly beating in his head, and he could feel the very potent feeling of 
intense stress. The sophomore was running out of web pages to click on for assistance, and he 
was also running out of problems to skip. Conrad had skipped about nine problems due to his 
inability to find a solution on the Internet, and with each problem he skipped, his stress was 
getting worse and worse. Clicking on a new web page, Conrad saw that someone had asked for 
help solving a programming problem that was identical to the one he was working on. The 
sophomore initially felt as if he would finally be able to make progress, but when he read the 
response to the question, it pushed him over the edge, “This seems like a homework problem, 
and a simple one at that. You should already know how to do this if you have done anything 
related to C++. I’m not going to assist lazy academic miscreants like you to get free credit using 


my work. Get off this site and do your own work, you lazy derelict.” 


Conrad quickly stood up and was all but prepared to toss his computer at the wall. All 
manner of critical thinking had left the sophomore’s head, and the only thing on his mind was 
now to get out of the class by any means necessary. There was one problem, however: Conrad 
was in his room. He was not in a classroom, but he was still tormented by an assignment he had 
no chance of completing in any reasonable manner. His class was not something he could see, so 
that it was not something he could physically get up and walk away from. One cannot simply 
escape an online class by walking away from a computer. With his legs shaking and weak from 
stress, the sophomore looked around his small room trying to find something he could do to get 
out of the class. His labored breathing was becoming louder, and Conrad found himself 
subconsciously letting out grunts. The MacBook sitting on his desk still had nine programming 
problems that were incomplete, and Conrad knew that there was nothing he could do to solve 
them at this point. The sophomore began to pace around his room, but as he started to walk, he 
found that he was limping instead. Conrad had no idea what was happening to him, and he felt as 
if he was not in control of anything he was doing. When he approached a closet door in his room, 
he used his hands to pound on the door, doing anything he could to attract the attention of his 
parents in the living room. 

Now hyperventilating, the sophomore collapsed on the floor and looked straight up at the 
ceiling while more of his vision began to disappear. His head continued throbbing, and his limbs 
were shaking. Conrad let out a few grunts before he heard a knock on his door. The sophomore 
wanted to tell his parents that he needed help of some sort, but all that he could get out was a 
grunt. Conrad’s parents entered the room and saw their son lying on the floor drenched in sweat. 
Conrad’s mother sounded shocked, “Oh my goodness! Conrad, what happened?!” Conrad’s 


father followed in after his mother and asked a question of his own, “Drugs?” Conrad grunted 


while shaking his head, trying to tell his father that he was not taking any drugs. Conrad’s father 
did not believe his son. Though Conrad had never done any drugs before, Conrad’s father had a 
hard time believing that such a reaction could be caused by something that was not an illicit 
substance. His father repeated the question again, adding more emphasis on it, “Drugs?” Conrad 
shook his head again. 

Conrad’s mother sat her son up and asked, “Conrad, what’s wrong?” Conrad only let out 
a few grunts before he suddenly burst into tears. The sophomore wept, and initially, he was 
unable to sob due to his irregular breathing preventing him from properly intaking air. Conrad’s 
father displayed a contemptuous look on his face before he left the room, leaving Conrad’s 
mother alone to deal with the situation. Conrad’s mother held her son as the sophomore 
continued to cry, and after a good ten minutes of nonstop crying, Conrad’s mother asked again, 
“Conrad, what’s going on? Can you answer me?” Conrad attempted to speak. At first, he could 
only utter a few grunts, but after a few attempts, he finally was able to get words out, “I... I can’t 
do it. I want out.” Conrad’s mother knew that her son often felt stressed more often than most 
people should, but she had never seen her son in such a way before, “Do we need to get you an 
ambulance?” The sophomore shook his head and stammered as he replied, “No... I-I think I 
should be alright.” Conrad’s mother was not entirely convinced, “This can’t be good. I think you 
should go to the hospital.” Beginning to recover from whatever he had just gone through, the 
sophomore began to speak more coherently, “I think I should be fine, really.” Conrad’s mother 
disagreed, “I don’t think so. I’ve never seen you like this before. We should take you to the 
hospital.” 

When Conrad’s father returned, his wife said, “Ronald, we should take him to the 


hospital.” Conrad’s father was not entirely in agreement with his wife’s suggestion, “It’s a little 


late to go right now. They’Il be closing in an hour. You should wait until tomorrow. He should be 
fine until then.” Conrad’s mother then asked her husband, “What do you think happened to 
him?” Conrad’s father waited a second before replying, “My best guess is that he took some sort 
of drug, but if he didn’t, then he probably experienced an attack of some sort.” Conrad spoke up, 
telling the truth, “I didn’t do any drugs! I’ve never done any drugs!” Conrad’s mother spoke to 
her husband, “But Ronald, Conrad hasn’t even left the house in months, and he obviously hasn’t 
met with anybody. How would he have gotten any drugs?” Conrad’s father shrugged, still 
attempting to make the case that his son’s experience was drug-induced, “Maybe he could’ve 
gotten them delivered to him in the mail and picked them up when we weren’t looking.” Conrad 
spoke up again, “I didn’t do any drugs!” Conrad’s father decided that he would take his son’s 
word for his sobriety, but he had something else in mind for the time being, “Stand up. We’re 
going to walk around the neighborhood, and you’re going to tell me everything that’s been going 
on.” 

Conrad and his father proceeded to walk six circuits around the neighborhood as the 
sophomore explained the entire situation to his father. Conrad’s father had now understood that 
his son was not a drug user, but he still expressed disappointment regarding his son’s inability to 
control his emotions. At one point during the walk, Conrad’s father challenged the legitimacy of 
Conrad’s episode, “You can’t do this sort of stuff when you experience a problem in life. Is this 
the sort of stuff you’re going to do when you encounter a real problem? You ain’t seen nothin’ 
yet.” Though Conrad knew that he would not be getting anything done by not working to solve 
his problems, he had honestly done everything in his power to try and complete the programming 
project. He explained to his father what all had happened at class, and he had explained why he 


was having such a hard time completing the assignment and how it contributed to his stress. His 


father finally decided to accept his son’s explanation, but when they returned back to the house 
after the long walk, he said, “Conrad. Before you do anything else, email your professor. Let him 
know that you are having difficulties. See what he says.” 

Conrad sent the following email to his professor: “Dear Dr. Ramaiah, Project 1 has not 
been proceeding well for me during the time I have spent working on the problems. So far, I 
have only been able to complete one problem, and I have found myself unable to get practically 
anywhere on any of the other problems. I have already completed the Intro to C++ class in a 
prior semester, but I do not believe what I learned in that class has been able to help me complete 
the required problems for this course. I know that you have described this first project as being 
the easiest one, and I fear that since I have been able to progress in so little of the problems thus 
far, I will only continue to fall behind as the semester progresses. I have been at a practical 
standstill at this point in terms of working on the project, and I do not believe that the content 
covered in the interactive textbook as well as the class lectures has been able to help me work on 
this project. I am unsure of what actions I should currently take. Is there a way for me to get 
assistance in working out these problems?” 

The professor responded twenty minutes later, but the response was underwhelming, “Hi 
Conrad. If you have completed the Introduction to C++ class, then I expect you to be able to do 
all of these programming problems. Even if some of the basic programming concepts were not 
covered in great detail in the course, I still expect all students to be able to write at least 8 
programs out of the 10 required. Like I said in class, you can email me with specific questions 
regarding the programming questions, but the best I can do is just point your line of thinking in 
the right direction. I will not work on this assignment for you.” When he read the email aloud to 


his parents, Conrad shook his head. After the episode he had experienced only an hour and a half 


prior, the insensitive response he received from his professor felt like an insult to injury. The 
sophomore closed his laptop, and his mother said, “Let’s not think about this. You should go to 
bed and get some rest, especially after that experience you had. We’ll figure this out later.” 


Exhausted by the ordeal, Conrad accepted his mother’s advice and went to bed. 


Chapter 9 


schedule Change 


When Wednesday morning came, Conrad awoke, and it was not long before he could feel 
a bit of stress building up. However, this new stress was not like the stress he had experienced 
during the previous day. Instead of being concerned with finishing an assignment on time, 
Conrad was stressed out thinking about how exactly he was going to get out of his class. With 
no intention of completing the class at this point, the sophomore thought about his options, but 
he was not sure exactly what options were available to him. When Conrad got out of bed, he 
decided that his best course of action would be to schedule a virtual appointment with his 
academic advisor to help him figure out what he should do next. Conrad had very few 
interactions with his academic advisors, so he was trying to figure out the best way to describe 
his issue to the advisor. Mainly, the sophomore was wondering if he should mention the little 
episode he had the previous night. As he scheduled the virtual appointment for 1:30 PM, Conrad 
decided against mentioning his episode; he felt that there would be no point to mention it as it 
would not make the school staff get him out of the class faster. 

When the sophomore finished scheduling the virtual appointment, his mother approached 
him and said, “Conrad, get dressed. We’re going to take you to the hospital.” Conrad was a bit 


confused; his episode was done and over with, “Why are we going?” His mother replied, “To see 


if they can do anything to prevent your stress from getting that bad again.” The sophomore 
slowly shook his head, “I don’t think they’d be able to do anything.” Conrad’s mother insisted on 
going to the hospital, “We won’t know until we go there. Come on, let’s get ready.” Conrad had 
another concern in mind, “What about the school stuff I have to do today? I have an appointment 
with my advisor at 1:30, and I have class at 2:30.” Conrad’s mother replied, “It’s not going to 
take that long now. It’s nine in the morning. The sooner you get ready, the sooner we’ll get back. 
Go and get ready.” Understanding that he was indeed going to the hospital, Conrad complied and 
got dressed. 

At the hospital, Conrad explained the situation he experienced multiple times to the 
different medical staff that spoke with him. He had to reiterate the situation to about three 
different people before he finally was able to speak to a doctor. Each time Conrad had to explain 
the situation, he felt more embarrassed; the sophomore felt that a programming project was such 
a frivolous thing to get worked up over, yet here he was. Before Conrad got to speak to a doctor, 
he was to fill out a mental health questionnaire, and the sophomore was confused by the way the 
questions were worded; he was not sure how the questions were supposed to be interpreted. His 
attempts to ask hospital staff for clarification regarding the questions were in vain; the staff who 
gave him the questionnaire did not know the correct interpretations of the questions either. 
Nevertheless, Conrad filled out the questionnaire to the best of his ability, trying to guess the 
correct way to interpret the questions. When he finished the questionnaire, Conrad handed it in 
and waited for the doctor to come back and tell him his results. 

“Severe anxiety and moderate depression,” the doctor said. Conrad was a bit confused, 
“Well, I can maybe understand the anxiety part, but I don’t really feel depressed.” The doctor 


replied, “Doesn’t matter. That’s what your score was.” Conrad’s mother spoke next, ““What 


should we do about it?” The doctor looked at Conrad’s mother before replying, “He should see a 
mental health professional as soon as possible.” Conrad’s mother waited for a few seconds 
before asking, “Okay? Like when?” The doctor said, “If you’re asking me, I think he should be 
committed to a mental institution. I would send him to the mental health professional we have on 
this medical campus, but he is not here today.” Suddenly feeling humiliated, Conrad’s face 
displayed a confused look, ““What? Commit me? I never said anything about hurting myself or 
others.” The doctor shrugged, “You need immediate treatment for your severe anxiety, and you 
need it as soon as humanly possible.” Conrad shook his head, “But this has never happened 
before. I’ve been anxious before, and what happened last night has never previously happened.” 
The doctor brushed off what Conrad said, “Looks like you have poor coping skills.” The doctor 
stood silent for a few seconds before she said, “Anyways, like I said, our professional is not here, 
so it will be up to you to take care of this issue. Any questions?” Seeing that the hospital visit 
was not really going anywhere, Conrad shook his head and said, “No. I don’t have any 
questions.” On the contrary, Conrad’s mother did have a question, “Can you at least prescribe 
something for him to take if he feels very stressed in the future? Something that can calm him 
down quickly?” The doctor shook her head and provided a rather firm answer, “No.” Conrad’s 
mother briefly looked down towards the ground before she looked back at the doctor, “Well, I 
don’t have any other questions, then.” The doctor said her quick farewell to Conrad and his 
mother before turning around and walking away, “Alright. Goodbye.” 

Walking out of the hospital, Conrad was the first to comment on the visit, “That was a 
waste of time.” Conrad’s mother agreed, “Yeah, I thought they would prescribe you something to 
take when you get stressed.” Still feeling humiliated, Conrad shook his head as he spoke with 


amazement, “They wanted to commit me... What do they think I am?” Conrad’s mother 


attempted to rationalize the situation, “I don’t think the doctor understands your situation. She 
probably thinks you’re like that everyday.” Conrad was unsure, “But I told her that what 
happened last night was the first time anything like that had ever happened.” Conrad’s mother 
considered the overall context of the visit, “Well, she wasn’t too helpful. I don’t think she was 
paying too much attention to what you were saying.” Conrad followed with a question for his 
mother, “So, what are we going to do?” Conrad’s mother had an idea, “How about we schedule 
you an appointment with your primary care doctor? Perhaps it’ll go differently with him.” With 
no better ideas in mind, Conrad concurred, “Alright. I’ll go and schedule that later today.” 

When Conrad returned home, he saw that it was just in time for him to attend his 
appointment with his academic advisor. Joining the Zoom meeting, Ms. Whitley, the advisor, 
spoke first, “Hello, Conrad. What seems to be the issue?” Conrad replied, beginning to explain 
the issue, “Hey, Ms. Whitley. Yeah, I’m having an issue with my programming class this 
semester. We’ve been given a project that I have no chance of finishing, and I don’t think it’Il do 
me any good to remain in the class.” Ms. Whitley pulled up Conrad’s schedule to figure out what 
class the sophomore was talking about, “The algorithm programming class?” Conrad nodded, 
“Yep, that one.” Ms. Whitley wanted some more details, “What do you mean when you said that 
you were given an assignment you cannot complete?” Conrad clarified the situation, and he was 
mindful to not reiterate the embarrassing situation he found himself in the previous night, “So the 
algorithm programming class officially has no prerequisites listed. The professor acknowledged 
this fact, but he told the class that he highly recommends that we take the introductory C++ class 
before taking algorithm programming. However, the stuff I learned in that introductory class isn’t 


applicable to the assignments we are doing in the algorithm class.” 


Conrad watched as Ms. Whitley scrolled down a page on her computer. After a few 
seconds of silence, she said, “Okay... It says here that you got an A- in the introductory C++ 
class.” The sophomore nodded, “Yeah. The stuff I learned in that class didn’t help me at all for 
the algorithm class. Also, I had a bit of an interesting time in that class. 25% of the grade was 
given completely for free, and the professor took about a week to reply to emails.” Ms. Whitley 
seemed surprised, “Who was the professor for that class?” Conrad remembered the name of his 
former professor, “Pete Broker.” Ms. Whitley clicked through a few more web pages, and after 
an extended moment of silence, she spoke again, “Nobody by the name of Broker works at the 
university. Perhaps he either quit or got fired. When did you take this class?” Conrad replied, “I 
took that class during the fall semester of 2019.” Ms. Whitley shrugged, “Yeah, I’m going to say 
that he either got fired or quit.” Conrad wanted to reel the discussion back on topic, “So, what 
can I do? I don’t want to stay in the algorithm class.” Ms. Whitley took a few seconds to think 
before she started speaking, “Well... The algorithm class is required for your degree. Of course, 
you can still get out of the class, but I just need to tell you that you won’t be able to progress 
with your degree without completing that class. You do have the option to change your major, 
however.” Conrad gave a quick nod, “I will definitely be considering changing my major.” 

Ms. Whitley took a look at her computer screen and scrolled a few times before she 
spoke again, “But if you just want to get out of the class, you could always withdraw. However, 
before you do that, are you getting financial aid?” Conrad nodded, “Yeah, I am. I’m getting the 
Academic Proficiency Scholarship.” Ms. Whitley said, “I’m pretty sure you need to take at least 
twelve credit hours per semester for that scholarship. If you were to drop the class, you would 
only have nine credit hours, and that’s not enough for the scholarship. You wouldn’t get any 


financial aid.” The sophomore wanted to keep his scholarship, “Are there any other options?” 


Ms. Whitley had another option in mind, “Yes. You can apply for a late drop/add. However, this 
is evaluated on a case-by-case basis, so it’s not a guarantee that you’ll get it. You’ ll also need to 
find another class to switch it with.” Conrad felt that the late drop/add would be his best option, 
“Well, I can’t think of anything better besides staying in the class and just not doing any of the 
work.” Ms. Whitley objected, “I wouldn’t recommend doing that. It’ mess up your GPA.” 

The sophomore thought for a few seconds before he said, “I guess the late drop/add 
application would be my best bet.” The sophomore sat in silence for a few seconds before he 
followed up with a question, “Do you know of any classes that I can replace the algorithm class 
with?” Ms. Whitley was looking at her computer screen when she spoke, “That’s what I’m trying 
to find right now. The problem with late drop/adds is that most classes are either full or have too 
much work assigned to play catch up.” After a good moment of waiting, Ms. Whitley presented 
her findings, “I see two classes are open. They’re both online classes, of course. There’s basic 
astronomy and chemistry concepts. I’m looking at the syllabi, and they seem like good choices. 
You'll probably be able to catch up with the coursework in these classes very quickly. From what 
I’ve heard from students who took these classes in the past, they’re not too demanding.” Conrad 
was feeling slightly relieved, “Oh, that’s good. Can you show me the syllabi?” Ms. Whitley 
nodded, “I'll email them both to you.” Conrad perked up a smile, “Thanks.” Ms. Whitley smiled 
back, “You’re welcome.” 

Conrad looked up at the clock displayed on his computer’s menu bar, and he realized that 
his Zoom class with Dr. Yanni would start in about fifteen minutes. Wanting to move things 
along, the sophomore asked, “So what do I need to do to apply for the late drop/add?” Ms. 
Whitley explained the process, “Ill email you the form to fill out. For the most part, you just fill 


out the form, mark the class you don't want with the class you want to replace it with, and then 


you provide your reason as to why they should let you replace the class. For your situation, you 
should probably let them know that you were in Pete Broker’s programming class and your 
experience in his class left you unprepared to take the algorithm class.” Understanding what he 
needed to do, Conrad said, “I see,” in acknowledgement. Ms. Whitley continued, “After that, 
submit the form to the email address listed on the form, and then all you need to do is wait. 
Somebody from the registrar’s office will contact you when they reach their decision, and they’ ll 
take it from there. In the meantime, just work on your other three classes.” Conrad nodded once 
more, “Sounds good. I understand what I need to do.” Ms. Whitley said, “Well, unless you have 
any other questions, I’Il go ahead and send those emails to you so you can choose a replacement 
class and fill out the form.” Conrad decided that he was satisfied with the Zoom meeting with his 
advisor, “I think that covers it all.”” Ms. Whitley returned a nod, “Alrighty. P'1l send those emails 
now. Take care now.” When Conrad finished the Zoom call with Ms. Whitley, he joined Dr. 
Yanni’s Zoom meeting room and waited for class to begin. As he waited, he saw Ms. Whitley’s 
emails appear in his inbox, and he began to review the syllabi for the two classes he could 
replace his algorithm class with. 

After attending class, Conrad decided that he would replace his algorithm class with the 
chemistry concepts class. After all, from his review of the syllabus, the chemistry concepts class 
seemed rather straightforward, and it did not seem like the class would be too difficult. Figuring 
that anything would probably be better than the algorithm class at this point, Conrad opened up 
the form and began to fill it out. After filling out the form and emailing it to the address 
designated on the form, the sophomore decided that it would be a good time for him to schedule 
an appointment with his primary care physician. After dialing his physician’s number, a 


receptionist answered the phone, “You’ve reached Primary Medical Group.” Conrad spoke, “Hi. 


I would like to schedule an appointment with a mental health specialist. My name’s Conrad 
Haywood.” The sophomore could hear the receptionist typing on a keyboard before saying, 
“Your primary care physician is Dr. Hixon. Correct?” Conrad replied, “Yeah, that’s right.” The 
receptionist tapped on the keyboard for a few more seconds before she said, “The earliest you 
can see Dr. Hixon would be the 8th of July.” Conrad was surprised, “Isn’t it January?” The 
receptionist replied, “Nothing I can do about Dr. Hixon’s schedule.” Conrad felt that he should 
probably see someone a bit sooner than July, “Uhh... Is there somebody else I would be able to 
have an appointment with sooner?” The receptionist typed on her keyboard again before saying, 
“You can meet with one of the nurse practitioners at a different office located on the other side of 
town. It’s the office on Sth Street. Our earliest available appointment at that location is 10 AM on 
February 6th.” Conrad felt that February would be better than July, so he said, “Alright. Put me 
on for that.” The receptionist typed on her keyboard yet again before she reiterated the 
appointment details to Conrad, “Okay, so that’ll be an appointment at our office on 5th Street 
with a nurse practitioner on the 6th of February at 10 AM. Will there be anything else?” Conrad 
could not think of anything else, “That should be good. Thanks.” The receptionist simply said, 
“Goodbye,” and ended the call. 

Conrad continued to work on his remaining three classes, and two days later, he received 
an email from the registrar, letting him know that his late drop/add application was approved. 
Relieved to see that he would get to keep his scholarship and his GPA, Conrad was placed into 
the chemistry concepts class. Initially, the sophomore was a bit weary as he was thinking about 
all of the classwork he would have missed; After all, he did not get placed into the chemistry 
concepts class until the third week of the semester. Fortunately, the chemistry concepts class was 


substantially easier than Conrad had imagined: He was able to catch up in only two hours. The 


class primarily consisted of listening to the professor’s pre-recorded lectures and taking weekly 
ten-question multiple choice quizzes based on the lectures. To make the quizzes easier, students 
were allowed one hour to take the quizzes, and with the average lecture lasting only twenty 
minutes, one could listen to the entire lecture at least twice and still have plenty of time 
remaining to take the quiz. Furthermore, the professor uploaded PowerPoint slides which 
contained practically all of the answers to the quizzes, and students were allowed to view the 
slides whilst taking the quizzes. With all of the resources available for students to use, there was 
practically no way for a student to perform poorly on the quizzes. Conrad welcomed the change. 

The weeks went by, and Conrad attended his appointment with the nurse practitioner. 
Conrad found the appointment with the nurse practitioner to be more satisfactory compared to 
his visit to the hospital, but at the end of the day, no action was taken. The nurse talked with 
Conrad, and she came to the conclusion that the event which the sophomore experienced was an 
isolated incident that was unlikely to occur again in the absence of continual exposure to 
negative stimuli. She did offer to prescribe Conrad a selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor, but 
Conrad declined, believing that such medication was not necessary. After leaving his 
appointment, Conrad relayed the results to his mother who agreed with his refusal of the SSRI 
medication. Fortunately, with his new class schedule, Conrad’s stress levels were kept rather low. 
The workload from all of his classes was very manageable, and even when his database class 
started to get difficult, he was at least able to figure out the answers in a reasonable amount of 
time. 

There was one other issue which Conrad needed to account for: He still had to do 
something about his major. After his experience in his algorithm class, the sophomore never 


wanted to have to write computer code ever again, so he knew that keeping his major set to 


cybersecurity was probably not a good idea. Conrad reviewed the list of majors he could choose 
from, but he was not exactly sure what he wanted to change his major to. Anything computer 
related was pretty much off the table for Conrad, and because he really had a strong distaste for 
mathematics, he was not interested in taking any other STEM-related degree. When considering 
the remaining options that were available to him, Conrad was still unsure of what exactly he 
wanted to major in. He did not want to major in English because he was not really interested in 
teaching, and he also was not interested in analyzing books he had no interest in. Having already 
taken a philosophy class, Conrad entertained the idea of majoring in philosophy, but he decided 
against doing so because he did not know what sort of job he could even get with a philosophy 
degree. 

Having ruled out the majority of degree options offered by his university, Conrad was 
still unsure of what he wanted to take. When he had signed up for cybersecurity going into 
university, he did not even have too much of an idea of what taking the degree would entail. 
Conrad had grown up using computers for the largest portion of his life, but he never dabbled 
into computer programming. Perhaps his lack of programming knowledge was his undoing, but 
at the same time, he felt rather glad that he would be abandoning the cybersecurity degree. After 
all, Conrad was not really thrilled with the idea of sitting in front of a computer all day and trying 
to analyze or improve a computer system to prevent an unauthorized user from gaining access to 
the computer system. Besides, if Conrad was stuck in a room all day with nobody to interact 
with, he would likely not make any real friends. Conrad did not like the idea of being completely 
alone, and his time in quarantine during the Covid pandemic taught him what life was like when 
a man never leaves his house. Though Conrad’s father told him that there was probably not much 


programming involved with cybersecurity itself, the sophomore was not sure if what his father 


told him was factually correct. He had spoken with people at his university who had told him 


otherwise. Conrad would still have to think about what major he wanted to switch to. 


Chapter 10 


Same Stuff, Different Day 


After a few weeks of contemplation, Conrad finally decided that criminal justice would 
be the major he would switch to. The sophomore arrived at his decision after considering the fact 
that he would often watch YouTube videos related to law enforcement during his free time, and 
he also did not remember anything bad happening during the intro to criminal justice class he 
took as an elective during his first semester. The process of changing his major was not too 
complicated: He just had to contact the academic advisor for the criminal justice department and 
request a major change. The advisor then sent him a form to fill out, and when he filled out the 
form, he submitted it. From that day forward, Conrad became a criminal justice major. 
Thankfully, due to Conrad’s decision to change his major before diving too deep into the 
cybersecurity degree, he would not have to spend more time going to university; his graduation 
date remained the same even after changing his major. 

Though he had taken a few classes specifically applicable to cybersecurity, they would 
still count towards his credit hour total that he was required to meet in order to graduate in the 
first place. Furthermore, when Conrad was looking at the list of classes that he was required to 
take to obtain a degree in criminal justice, he found that there did not seem to be as many classes 


as he was expecting. Perhaps his time in the cybersecurity degree skewed his perspective, but for 


criminal justice, there were more elective classes than required classes to obtain the degree. By 
the time Conrad was eligible to register for his summer class as well as his fall classes, he 
decided that he would take criminology over the summer. Criminology was a required class, and 
the sophomore figured that taking it over the summer would benefit him the most. Taking 
criminology over the summer meant that he would not have to take it during a later semester. For 
the spring semester, Conrad signed up for criminal justice systems, policing, domestic crime, and 
world religions. He would be taking two required criminal justice classes, a criminal justice 
elective, and a general elective. 

Still needing to complete the semester he was taking at the moment, Conrad continued 
working on his four classes. For the most part, his semester was very steady: Everything was 
going well in his discrete math class with Dr. Yanni, Dr. Khaled was being very lenient with the 
networking class, the chemistry concepts class was astoundingly simple, and the database class 
was manageable even after a spike in difficulty. When exams came, Conrad was a bit weary, but 
luckily, both Dr. Khaled and Dr. Yanni allowed the use of student-produced reference sheets for 
their exams. These reference sheets proved to be Conrad’s saving grace, and he made great use 
of his reference sheet during the networking exam. Without the reference sheet, the sophomore 
would likely have not earned a good score during his exam in the networking exam. One thing 
that Conrad disliked about the exams for his discrete math class and his networking class was 
that he was required to use his webcam while taking the exam. Monitoring software installed on 
his computer recorded him while he was taking the exam to ensure that he was not accessing any 
materials he was not supposed to be using while taking the test. Again, Conrad was not sure why 
such measures were required in the first place if he was allowed to use a reference sheet he 


created. 


For his other two classes, their exams did not require him to use monitoring software. 
The exam for the chemistry concepts was a fifty question multiple choice test which consisted of 
the weekly quiz questions all combined into one big test. Nevertheless, Conrad was easily able to 
answer all of the questions due to him remembering the answers from the quizzes he took only 
weeks prior. The database exam took more time than the chemistry exam, and Conrad had to 
answer multiple choice questions as well as list some SQL commands that he would have to use 
when making queries to a database server. Given the fact that the database exam was open book 
and open note, Conrad was able to find all of the answers and earn a decent score. When he was 
finished with his midterms, the sophomore felt that he would have to study the hardest for the 
final exam in his networking class. Conrad did not earn a poor score on his networking midterm, 
but he did not really understand most of the concepts he was being tested on. The sophomore 
was able to answer many of the questions correctly, but his performance was primarily made 
from guesswork and using some facts he had written down on his reference sheet. Conrad 
figured that his test-taking strategy was at least somewhat effective due to his score of an 85% on 
his networking exam. 

In the week leading up to his final exam for his networking class, the sophomore had 
been studying the material, but he still found himself unable to understand exactly what he 
needed to do to solve the problems that Dr. Khaled was going over in class. With exams also 
coming up in his other three classes, Conrad was becoming a bit stressed. He was not really 
concerned with the upcoming final exams in his chemistry concepts class nor the database 
database class, but it was the discrete math class he was having to study hard for. The sophomore 
knew that there was a lot of material he had to know, and though he was able to use his reference 


sheet, he still would have to study hard. From his previous experience taking Dr. Yanni’s exams, 


there was hardly any time for him to look at his reference sheet. He would have to memorize as 
many details as possible to ensure that he would not run out of time while taking the exam. 
Conrad feared that his final networking class would be very difficult, but all of that changed 
during his penultimate class session with Dr. Khaled. 

When the class started, Dr. Khaled showed up five minutes after class was to begin, and 
he started reviewing the content for the final exam. When Dr. Khaled explained the rules of the 
exam, he said, “Okay, class. So I know that last time we had the monitoring software active 
during the midterm exam, but for the final exam, I think it would be more efficient for all of us if 
we just take the exam without it. I heard that some students had trouble setting up the monitoring 
software for the exam, and as a result, these students lost valuable exam time due to technical 
difficulties. To work around this issue, we will not be using the monitoring software during the 
exam. With that being said, the exam will be an open book and open note exam. You are allowed 
to use whatever resources at your disposal to answer all of the questions within the allotted time 
frame.” When Dr. Khaled spoke of changing the terms of the exam, Conrad almost instantly felt 
relieved. With the exam being open note and open book, the sophomore would have to spend 
less time organizing his reference sheet and memorizing the facts he did not have room to 
include on his reference sheet. 

Conrad took his final exams, and they went rather swimmingly. The sophomore earned 
favorable scores in all four exams he took, and he was especially glad that Dr. Khaled changed 
the rules for the networking exam. Even with all of his resources available to help him take the 
test, Conrad still had some difficulty figuring out how to solve the problems on the networking 
exam. Nevertheless, the sophomore was still able to complete the exam and earn a passing score. 


With the spring semester complete, Conrad had a month off from his classes before he would 


have to start on his criminology summer class. The sophomore still had the negative memories of 
his physics class from the previous year fresh in his mind, but Conrad figured that the 
criminology class would be different. After all, Conrad knew that he would be using words 
instead of equations to answer questions, and the sophomore believed that he would be able to at 
least make progress even if he did not know exactly how to answer a specific question. He also 
figured that taking tests in such classes would be simpler as well due to him just needing to 
memorize facts found in the textbook. He did not have to worry about solving equations or doing 
anything too math heavy. 

During his month off from school, the sophomore primarily spent his time online just as 
he did the previous year’s summer break. However, since he was in quarantine during the entire 
school year, when he was not working on school work, he was already spending practically all of 
his free time on the Internet. When Conrad heard that three out of his four classes would be held 
on campus, he was delighted to know that his school was lifting the lockdown it instituted all the 
way back during the latter half of his freshman year. The sophomore was growing sick of 
spending all of time at home doing online classes, and he was looking forward to going back to 
campus and getting a chance to interact with people again. The sophomore knew that he did not 
really interact with too many people during his semester and a half on campus during his 
freshman year, but he figured that when his junior year started, he would put in more effort and 
actively seek out interactions with people. However, before Conrad would be able to put his 
battle plan in action, he first had to complete his online criminology class over the summer. 

When his summer class began, Conrad was initially concerned that it would be difficult, 
but he soon found that the class had a very simple routine for him to follow: On Monday, he 


would read the assigned textbook chapter. On Tuesday, he would make his post on the class 


discussion board. On Wednesday, he would take his weekly chapter quiz, and finally, on 
Thursday, he would reply to his classmates on the discussion board. Conrad comfortably kept 
this routine during the entirety of his summer semester, and he was always able to earn passing 
scores on all the assignments he completed. The summer semester went by quicker than the 
sophomore was anticipating, and before he knew it, a month and a half had passed. When the 
summer class ended, Conrad only had a week before his junior year was set to begin. While he 
waited, Conrad was trying to figure out the best way for him to socialize upon returning to 
campus. Since it was the first time that the students were back at campus in over a year, Conrad 
felt that it would be the perfect opportunity to build a social circle. There had to have been other 
students at his university who were eager to interact with people after spending over a year in 
quarantine. 

The first day of school came, and the junior confidently arrived on campus. However, it 
would not be long before Conrad found out that the campus itself seemed just as empty as it did 
before quarantine. All of the parking lots were full, but there were no people walking the 
sidewalks. Conrad toured the school and explored more of the campus than he had ever had seen 
before, but alas, there were no people in sight. The junior felt as if he was the only one at the 
campus who was exploring the university and trying to find people to socialize with. During the 
few times that Conrad did encounter people around the commons or the library, he would 
approach them and start conversations with them, but they never amounted to anything. He could 
hardly become acquainted with anybody he approached and spoke to. From Conrad’s point of 
view, it seemed as if people were not really interested in getting to know him. Even in his 
in-person classes, things were hardly different than they were before quarantine: People went to 


class, silently sat through the lecture, and when class ended, they all rushed out of the doors to 


get in their cars and leave. Even when Conrad did his best to socialize with people after class, 
they always seemed to terminate the encounter as quickly as possible. The few people that 
Conrad managed to speak to for more than a few minutes were really only interacting with him 
in the time immediately following a class’ dismissal, and Conrad was unable to get out of the 
territory of merely being an acquaintance from class. 

Conrad’s first semester of his junior year came and went without anything remarkable 
happening. The junior was definitely disappointed that he did not receive the social interaction 
he desired, but he figured that he would change his strategy when the spring semester came 
around. For his spring semester, the junior was taking courts, criminal justice research design, 
homeland security, and restorative justice. Much like his previous semester, he was taking two 
required classes and two elective classes, but this time, he decided that he would take two 
criminal justice electives instead of one criminal justice elective and a generic elective. The 
coursework for his previous semester was manageable, as it primarily consisted of him doing 
writing assignments and taking multiple-choice tests. As far as new semester’s coursework was 
concerned, the spring semester was very similar to how it was during the fall semester. Knowing 
that he would be able to manage the classwork, Conrad decided to place an even greater 
emphasis on putting himself out to others and socializing. The junior felt that his lack of social 
success during the fall semester was due to him not spending enough time on campus, so he 
figured that he would spend even more time at school and look at involving himself with events 
occurring on campus. 

Conrad’s experience in class turned out to be practically identical to how it was the 
previous semester. The junior was becoming rather upset that he was not having any social 


success, but his parents made a suggestion for him to see if there were any clubs that Conrad 


could join on campus. After browsing the rather small selection of clubs that were not focused 
around political organizations or activities he had no interest in partaking in, he finally found a 
club which he believed he would be able to socialize in. The club met every Thursday at 7 PM, 
and Conrad made sure to attend the meetings. However, Conrad found himself in an odd 
situation. Though the club was allowing practically anybody to join, the junior’s experience in 
the club was not very favorable. When members of the club would talk to one another, Conrad 
found that he seemed to always be the one who was standing on the outside and looking in. The 
few times people approached him, the conversation did not last for a very long time, and Conrad 
never was able to meet up with any of the people he met at the club outside of the time the club 
met. Once again, he had made a fair number of acquaintances, but he did not make any friends. 
It took only a few weeks before Conrad realized that he was pretty much wasting his time 
attending the club. One day when he was at the clubhouse, the junior was about ready to leave 
and go home due to a lack of social interaction, but that was when somebody approached him; it 
was a club-goer named Megan. Megan spoke to Conrad, “Hey, Conrad. A few others and I are 
going to be going to the Chili’s next to the Home Depot. Do you want to come with us?” 
Believing that things would finally be turning around, Conrad accepted the offer, “Sure thing.” 
Before anything else could be said, the junior wanted to confirm the location of the meeting; 
though there was only one Chili’s next to a Home Depot in Conrad’s town, he would hate to 
somehow show up at the wrong location, “That’s the Chili’s next to the Home Depot, right?” 
Megan nodded, “Yep. That’s where we’re going. Will I see you there?” Conrad confirmed his 
desire to attend the gathering, but he did have one more question to ask before making the trip 
down to Chili’s, “When are you guys going?” Megan replied, ““We’ll be heading out in just a 


couple minutes. I’m just gonna ask a couple more people if they want to come.” Conrad said, 


“Sure. I'll see you there.” With that, the junior left the clubhouse, got in his vehicle, and drove to 
the location Megan specified. 

Arriving at the only Chili’s next to a Home Depot in Conrad’s town, the junior found a 
parking space and looked through the restaurant’s windows to see if Megan and her fellow 
invitees had already arrived at the restaurant. Conrad did not see Megan inside of Chili’s, so he 
assumed that he had just arrived at the restaurant early. Minutes passed, and the junior did not 
see anybody else arrive at the restaurant. Conrad was wondering where Megan and the other 
club-goers were, so he began to go down the list of possibilities. The first possibility Conrad 
entertained was that the club-goers were having difficulties in traffic. However, the junior 
realized that traffic should not be a problem at 8:45 PM on a Thursday. After all, it only took 
Conrad fifteen minutes to drive from his university to Chili’s. When the junior looked at the 
clock inside of his SUV, he realized that it had been fifteen minutes since he had arrived at 
Chili’s in the first place. Not wanting to entertain the possibility that he had been ditched, 
Conrad’s next step in rationalizing the situation was that he just so happened to have parked in a 
spot where he would be unable to see the club-goers in the restaurant. Without stepping out of 
his vehicle, the junior did his very best to look through the restaurant’s windows to find Megan 
and the invitees, but he simply could not locate anybody he recognized from the clubhouse. 

After waiting a few more minutes, the junior was becoming restless. The realization that 
he had been ditched was starting to set in, but Conrad refused to believe that he drove to Chili’s 
for nothing. Ready to look inside of the restaurant for himself, the junior stepped out of his 
vehicle and entered the restaurant. Upon entering Chili’s, the junior ruled out the possibility that 
he was parked in a location which left him unable to see the restaurant’s patrons. Megan was 


nowhere in sight, and Conrad did not see anybody else from the clubhouse inside of the 


restaurant either. When the junior entered Chili’s, the server at the front asked, “Hello sir. How 
many are you dining with tonight?” Conrad answered the server, “I’m waiting on a group. 
They’re not here yet.” The server gave a nod, “Alrighty then.” Even though twenty-five minutes 
had passed since he had arrived at Chili’s, the junior still wanted to believe that Megan and the 
club-goers would arrive at any moment. Conrad waited another five minutes, and when he 
looked at his phone and saw that he had now been waiting for thirty minutes, he finally 
succumbed to the reality that the people who invited him to Chili’s would not be showing up. 
Immeasurably disappointed, the junior spoke to the server and said, “Yeah, I don’t think they’re 
showing up.” The server only replied with, “I’m sorry, sir.” Conrad turned to leave the restaurant. 
Getting back in his SUV, the junior let out a sigh and turned the engine back on. The 
feeling of being ditched was even worse for Conrad due to the fact that him being invited to go 
to Chili’s brought him so much hope. The junior was hoping that going to Chili’s with members 
of the club he was attending would finally allow him to move out of the zone of acquaintance 
and finally enter the realm of friendship he desired. Unfortunately, Conrad could not make any 
friends if the people who agreed to meet him at Chili’s never bothered to show up. All of the 
junior’s attempts at making friends at his university had ended in failure, and Conrad did not 
have any other ideas as to how he could befriend people. Sure, the junior had a small group of 
people he would interact with online on a semi-regular basis, but the people Conrad talked to 
online did not really seem to care about him too much. The junior felt as if he was just a cog in 
the machine, somebody who was ultimately expendable. With no other ideas in mind, Conrad 
shifted his SUV out of park and decided that he might as well go home. Trying to stay somewhat 
optimistic, Conrad thought that perhaps what he was experiencing was just part of the university 


experience. However, there was no way for him to know for sure. 


